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INTRODUCTION 


T he life of marie curie contains prodigies in 

such number that one would like to tell her story 

like leg^end. 

She was a woman; she belonged to an oppressed nation; she 
was poor; she was beautiful. A powerful voc^nion surnmoned 
her from her motherland, Poland, to study m Pans, where she 
lived through years of poverty and solitude. Fhere she met 
a man whose genius was akin to hers. She marned him; their 
happiness was unique. By the most desper^e and and effort 
they discovered a magic element, radium. This discoveir not 
only gave birth to a new science and a new philosophy, it 
provided mankind with the means of treating a dreadfu 

At the moment when the fame of the two scientists and 
benefactors was spreading through the world, grief over oo 
Marie: her husband, her wonderful companion, was taken 
from her by death in an instant. But in spite of distress and 
physical illness, she continued alone the work that had been 
begun with him and brilliantly developed the science they had 

^^'^The^rcst of her life resolves itself into a kind of perpetual 
giving. To the war wounded she gave her devotion ^d her 
health. Later on she gave her advice, her wisdom and all the 
hours of her time to her pupils, to future scientists who came 

to her from all parts of the world. , i. 

When her mission was accomplished she died exhausted, 
having refused wealth and endured her honours with 
indifference. 

It would have been a crime to add the slightest ornament to 
this story, so like a myth. I have not related a single anecdote 
of which I am not sure. I have not deformed a single essential 
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INTRODUCTION 

phrase or so much as invented the colour of a dress. The facts 
are as stated; the quoted words were actually pr()n()tuK;cd. 

I am indebted to my Polish family, charming and cultivated, 
and above all to my mother’s eldest sister. Mine Dluska, who 
was her dearest friend, for precious letters and direct evidence 
on the youth of the scientist. From the personal papers and 
short biographical notes left by Marie Curie, from innumer¬ 
able official documents, the narratives and letters ol' Ihauich 
and Polish friends whom I cannot tliank enough, and from 
the recollections of my sister Irene Joliot-Curie, of my brother- 
in-law, Frederic Joliot, and my own, I have been able to evoke 
her more recent years. 

I hope that the reader may constantly feel, across the 
ephemeral movement of one existence, what in Marie Curie 
was even more rare than her work or her life: the immovable 
structure of a character; the stubborn elfort of an intx;lligence; 
the free immolation of a being that could give all and (ake 
nothing, could even receive nothing; and alxm; all the cjuality 
of a soul in wliich neither fame nor adversity could change the 
exceptional purity. 

Because she had that soul, without the slightest sacrifice Marie 
Curie rejected money, comfort and the thousand advantages 
that genuinely great men may obtain from immense fame. 
She suffered from the part the woiid wisluid her to play; her 
nature was so susceptible and exacting that among all the 
attitudes suggested by fame she could choose noiu;: neither 
familiarity nor mechanical friendliness, deliberate austerity nor 
showy modesty. 

She did not know how to be famous. 

My mother was thirty-seven years old when I was born. 
When I was big enough to know her well, she was already an 
ageing woman who had passed the summit of remown. Aud 
yet it is the celebrated scientist who is strangest to mc-”-])rob- 
ably because the idea that she was a “celebrated scientist” did 
not occupy the mind of Marie Curie. It seems to me, rather, 
that I have always lived near the poor student, haunted by 
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drcam.Hj who was Marya Sklcxlovska long before I came into 

tli<^ world 

Atul l;o this yoinig gir! Marh^ (luric still bon^ a resemblance 
on tlic day oriun' death. A hard and long and dazzling career 
had not sncecxded in nxaking lu'r greater or Icssj, in sanctifying 
or d<'ba.sing h<u% She was on that last day just as gentle, stub¬ 
born, timid and curious about all things as in the days of her 
obscure I.)iH>'inniugs. 

It was impossibles to inflict on h(’:r, without sacrilege, the 
pompous ohscciuies whicli governments give their great men. 
In a country graveyard, amotig summer flowers, she had the 
simpl(\st au(l quietest burial, as if th<; life just (uuled had been 
like that of a thousand others, 

I shotdd have likc^d the; gifts of a writer to tell of this eternal 
studemt: -of wliom Einstuin said: '^Marie Curie is, of all cele¬ 
brated Ixangs, tlu; only one whom fanu; has not corriiptcd^^— 
l)assing like; a stratiger across her own life, intact, natural and 
v(;ry nearly unaware of h(;r astonishing destiny. 


Eve Curie, 
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CHAPTER I 


Manya 


D eep silence invaded the school building in Novolipki 
Street on Sundays, Beneath the stone pediment, carved 
in Russian letters with the words “High School for 
Boys,” the principal door was bolted and the columned vestibule 
looked like an abandoned temple. Life had retired from the 
single storey of the long, low structure, from its light-filled rooms 
where the desks of black wood were aligned, scratched by pen¬ 
knives and cut witli initials. Notliing could be heard but the 
bells of the Church of the Virgin, ringing for vespers, and, now 
and then, coming from the street, the rattle of a cart or the lazily 
trotting horse of a droshky. Behind the railing which bordered 
the court-yard the school’s four lilac trees bloomed, dusty and 
meagre, and passers-by in their Sunday best turned with sur¬ 
prise to catch a breath of the sugary scent. It was hot, even 
though May was hardly ended. In Warsaw the sun is as 
tyrannous and intense as the frost. 

But something had disturbed this sabbatical peace. From 
the left wing of the building, on the ground floor, where 
dwelt M. Vladislav Sklodovski, professor of physics and under¬ 
inspector of the school, there came the muffled echo of mys¬ 
terious activity. It sounded like hammer-strokes, without order 
or cadence; then the rumble of a structure falling to pieces, 
saluted by sharp yells; then blows again. And brief orders 
shouted in Polish; 

“Hela, I’ve run out of munitions!” 

“The tower, Joseph! Aim at the tower!” 

3 
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“Manya, get out of tlie way!” 

“Why? I’m bringing you some cubes!” 

“0-oh-oh!” 

A crash, the thunder of wooden blocks across tlic polished 
floor, and the tower was gone. The noise was doubled; pro¬ 
jectiles flew, alighted. 

The battlefield was a huge square room with windows giving 
on an inside court-yard of the Gymnasium. Four chiklrctn's heels 
occupied its comers, and, between them, four chiUhstu liom 
five to nine years of age played their game of war with shrieks 
and yells. The peaceful uncle, a lover of wiiist and patietice, 
who had given the small Sklodovskis a building game I'or 
Christmas, had certainly not foixiseeu the us(! to which his 
present would be put. For some days Joseph, Brouya, Ilela 
and Manya had obediently built castUa, bridges and churches 
according to the models they found in the big woodcni box; 
but the blocks and beams soon found their true destiny: 
short columns of oak formed an artillery, the simdl squares 
were bullets, and the young architects had become field- 
marshals. 

Crawling on his belly across the floor, Jos<q>h was gaining 
ground, and moved his cannon methodically forward toward 
the adversary. Even at the height of the battle lii.s healthy 
child’s face, with its firm features unclernealU fair hair, k(q»t the 
seriousness proper to an army commander. 1 le was the eldest 
and the most learned of the four; he was also the only man. 
Around him were girls, nothing but girls, all dres.scd alike and 
all wearing, over their Sunday clothes, little hilled collar.s and 
dark beribboned aprom. 

But, to be just, tire girls fought well. Tlie eyes of Ilela, 
Joseph’s ally, blazed with savage ardour. Hela w:w mad with 
rage at her six and a half years; she wanted to lling her blocks 
farther and harder; she envied Brouya her eiglit years—Bronya 
the dimpled and dazzling creature whose blonde hair whipped 
the air as she pranced about defending her troops, drawn up 
between the two windows. 

At Bronya’s side a tiny aidc-de-camp in a fancy apron 
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gathered up munitions, galloped from one battalion to another, 
and busied herself mightily, lu^r face aflame, her li[)s dry fi’om 
having cried and laughed loo much. 

“Mauya!” 

The child sto|)pod in full flight and allowed Inu- apron, which 
she held clutched to her breast, to fall; a consignment of block-s 
clattered to the floor. 

“Wliat’s the matter?” 

Zosia, the eldest of the young Sklodovski.s, had just come into 
the room. Although she was n(»t yet twelve slu; appeared, be- 
. side her younger brother and sisters, to be a grown penson. Her 
long, ash-blond<; hair was thrown bac.k to fall l(M>.s<dy on her 
shoulders. She had a lt>vely, animat<;d face aiul dreuiming eyes 
of exquisite grey. 

“Mother says yoxi’vc been playing loo long. You nmst stop 
now.” 

“But Bronya needs me . . . I’m the one that brings her 
blocks!” 

“Mamma says you’re to come now.” 

After a moment’s hesitation Manya took her 8i.ster’s htmd and 
made a dignified exit. It is hard to fight ti wtir at th<^ age of five, 
and the little girl, at the end of her strength, was not altogether 
unhappy to abandon the battle. From tins next room a gentle 
voice was calling her by names like caresses: “Manya , . . 
Manyusya ... my Anciupccio . , 

In Poland, diminutives and nicknames arc very common. The. 
Sklodovskis had never called Sophie, their eldest daughter, any¬ 
thing but “Zosia.” “Bronya” had taken the place of Bronislava, 
Helen became “Hcla,” and Joseph “Jozio.” But none of them 
had received as many nicknames its Marya, the youngest and 
best-loved in the house. “Manya” was her ordinary diminutive, 
“Manyusya” a name of ajOTcction, and “Anciupccio” a comic 
nickname dating from her earliest infancy. 

“My Anciupccio, how mus.scd your hair is! And how red y«m 
are!” 

Delicate hands, too pale and too thin, tied the undone ribbons 
of the apron and smootlied the short curls from the stubborn 
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face of the future scientist. Little by little, the cliild relaxed and 
was at peace. 

Manya had an infinite love for her mother. It .se('m(*<l to lu'r 
that no other creature on earth could l)c so grae.el'ul, so }>dod ‘ 
or so wise. 

Mme Sklodovska was the eld<;st daii<dite:r in a family of 
country squires. Her father, Felix llognski, beloiu.ted to lhat 
small landowning nobility which has so many txipreseiilatives 
in Poland. Too poor to live on his <ivvu estale, he, had to 
administer the property of familit^s mor<; powerful llian hisowju . 
His marriage was romantic; he hdl in love; with an ai istocratic; 
young girl with no fortune but of nobler birth than his, and 
carried her off to asccrct marriage in spin; of the protests of the 
beauty’s parents. Years rolled on: the seducei' heixum; a timid, 
shivering old man and his beloved a peevish gran<hnoth<;r. . . . 

Of their six children Mine Skhxlovska was certainly the most 
balanced and the most intelligent. She rec<uv<'d a very good 
education in a private school in Warsaw, and, having det;id<tl 
to devote herself to tcac.hing, became a j)rofessor in the s;unc 
school and finally director of the institution. When, in tlKio, 
Professor Vladislav Sklodovski ask<;d her hand in marriafte, he 
was choosing a very accomplished will;. She had no money; Imt 
she was well-born, she w:is pious and she w;is active. She had an 
assured career ahead of her. Moreover, she. was a musician; she 
could play the piano and sing the ballads of the day in ;i 
ravishing languid voice. 

Last of all, she was very beatuiful. An e.xcpiisiU; photograjih 
shows her to us at the time of her mtirriagt;, with her peiCeetly 
drawn face; her smooth and heavily plaitecl fiair, tlie marvel¬ 
lous arch of her brows, and the p(;at;t;l'ul, secr<'t look of Inn- 
grey eyes lengthened like tin; ey(;s of Ei;ypt. 

It was what people called a “very suiUtblc” marriagt;; the 
Sklodovskis were also part of that minor nobility which tin; mis¬ 
fortunes ofPoland had ruined. The cradle of tin; clan, Hkhxly, 
was an agglomeration of farms idxnit a Imudntd kilometres 
north of Warsaw. Several families, allied among thcimelve.s and 
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originating at Sklody, bore the name of Sklodovski: according 
to a widespread custom, the lord of the manor at some time in 
the past was supposed to have bestowed on his tenants the right 
to adopt his coat of arms. 

The natural vocation of these fanailies was to cultivate the 
earth; but in times of trouble the estates grew poorer and were 
frittered away. Though in the eighteenth century the direct 
ancestor of Vladislav Sklodovski possessed several hundred acres 
and could lead a comfortable life, and even his descendants lived 
like well-to-do farmers, the same was not true of Joseph, the 
young professor’s father. In his desire to improve his own con¬ 
dition and to honour the name of which he was so proud, that 
Sklodovski turned toward study; and after a career made 
dramatic by wars and revolutions, he is to be found directing 
the boys’ school in an important town, Lublin. He was the first 
intellectual in the family. 

The Boguski and the Sklodovski formed numerous house¬ 
holds: six children here, seven there. Farmers, school-teachers, 
a notary, a nun. . . . And then a few eccentric shadows appear: 
one of Mme Sklodovska’s brothers, Henryk Boguski, was an 
incurable dilettante who believed himself to be gifted for the 
most perilous enterprises of genius. And as for the reckless 
Zdzislav Sklodovski—the professor’s brother—tliat jolly fellow 
who was successively a lawyer in Petersburg, a soldier in the 
Polish insurrection, and an exile, a Provencal poet and doctor of 
law at Toulouse, wavered perpetually between ruin and riches. 

On both sides of the family hotheads and peaceable characters 
occur at once; men of judgment rub shoulders with knights- 
errant. 

The parents of Marie Curie were among the judicious. Her 
father, following his own father’s example, went far in his 
scientific studies at the University of Petersburg, and returned 
, to Warsaw to teach mathematics and physics. Her mother 
successfully conducted a school to which the best families of 
the town sent their daughters. During eight years the fanodly 
lived at her school in Freta Street, on the first floor. Every 
morning, as the schoolmaster left the conjugal lodging—which 
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gave on the court-yard with halc.otiies light as garland,s from 
window to window- —the rooms at tin; front of tlu^ hou.sc; echoed 
with the chatter of young girls wailing for their Unst class. 

But when, in iBGB, Vladislav Sklodov.ski left th(‘ school where 
he had been teaching to iHicome proh-ssor and unda-iuspector 
at the high school in N()Voli[)ki Sliaa^t, his wile had to aclipt 
herself to the new exisUaie.c. It would have l)e<ai impossihl; for 
her to live in the apartnuait allottcxl tluau by her hnshaud’s new 
position, k<a;p h<n' place as })riuc.ipal ol'thc girls’ .st-.hool, and at 
the same time bring up the (iv(; (children she had brought into 
the world. Not without r<igr<l Mjue Sklodovska gave, up her • 
work at the boarding schoctl and left the Ihada Street house 
where, some mouths IxU'ore (Nov<aul)ei- 7th, tJKiy), she; had 
given birth to Marie Curie, litth*. Manya. 

“Now their, Anoiupecio, ar<^ you asha-p?” 

Manya, doubled up on a little ha.s.sock at hen’ mother’s feet, 
shook her head. 

“No, Mamma. I’m all right.” 

Once again Mmc Sklodovska ran Inn' light fuiffers over the 
forehead of her youngest child. 'That familiar gesture was the 
sweetest Manya knew. As far back as Mnnya eoulcl nnuemher 
she had never been kissed byhermoUnm She could imagine no 
greater happiness than to erouch near-by, as elose as p( tssible to 
the pensive and charming ligure, and to fe.<;l confusedly, by 
almost imperceptible signs -a word, a smile, an allN'.tionate look 
—what immense tenderness watched ov<n' her young (hrsliny. 

She did not yet understand the enud origin of these riic;s and 
of the isolation to which her mother was coudeiuiual: Mmc 
Sklodovska was seriously ill. The lirst signs oftuberc.ulosis had 
appeared when Manya was born, tind in the five yeans since 
then, in spite of care and consultation, the tlisease ha<l nuide cer¬ 
tain progress. But Mmc Sklodov.ska, acourageous Christian, was 
determined that nobody at home should notieii In-r sufhiring 
more than she could help. Dressed with luiatncss, ever high- 
spirited, she continued the life of'a busy housewife and gave the 
illusion of being well even though she iraposctl strict rules on 
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herself; she would use only dishes reserved for herself, and would 
never embrace her son or her daughters. The little Sklodovskis 
knew very little about her dreadful disease: short attacks of dry 
coughing, which they heard from one room to the next; a 
• desolate shadow on their father’s face; and the short phra’se, 
“Restore our mother’s health,” which, for some time past, had 
been added to their evening prayer. . . . 

The young woman rose and gently put aside the childish 
hands that clung to her. 

‘ Let me go, Manyusya . , . I have things to do.” 

‘‘May I stay here?—I—may I read?” 

‘ I wish you would go into the garden instead. It’s so beautiful 
to-day!” 

A very special timidity reddened Manya’s cheeks when she 
bioachcd the subject of reading: the year before, in the country, 
Bronya, finding it extremely boring to have to learn the whole 
alphabet by herself, had taken it into her head to make her sister 
an experiment in education, to “play teacher” to her. For 
several weeks the little girls had amused themselves by arranging, 
in what was often enough an arbitrary order, their letters cut 
out of cardboaul. Then, one morning, while Bronya was falter- 
ing out a very simple reading lesson to her parents, Manya grew 
impatient, took the ojicncd bocik from her hands, and read aloud 
the opening sentence on the page. At first, flattered by the 
silence that surrounded her, she continued this fascinating game, 
but suddenly panic seized her. One look at the stupefied faces of 
M.^ and Mme Sklodovski, another at Bronya’s sulky stare, a few 
unintelligible stammers, an irrepressible sob—and instead of 
the infant prodigy there was only a baby of four, crying in a 
doleful voice through her tears: 

“Beg—pardon! Pardon! I didn’t do it on purpose. It’s not 
my fault~it s not Bronya’s fault! It’s only because it was so 
easy!” 

Manya had suddenly conceived, with despair, lliat she might 

perhaps never be forgiven for having learned to read. 

After that memorable session the child had grown familiar 
with her letters; and if she did not make remarkable progress 
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it was owing to the adroit diplomacy of her })arcnts, who con¬ 
stantly avoided giving boolcs to her. like prudent pedagogu(;.s, 
they were afraid of the precocity of tluur little girl, and every 
time she put out her hand toward one of the big-lethTcd albums 
that abounded in the house, a voice suggested: “You’d betler 
play with your blocks. . . . Where is your doll? . . . Sing us 
a song, Manya.” Or else, as to-day: “I wish you would go into 
the garden instead.” 

Manya cast a speculative eye in the direction of the door 
through which she had entered a while before. 'I’lie rumble of 
blocks on the floor and the cries that came almost umnullk-d 
through the partition proved that she had sm:Ul chance ol'find¬ 
ing a walking companion there. There was no hope in the 
direction of the kitchen, cither: a steady chattel- and the crash 
of poker and stove-lid announced that the servants wcu-e pre¬ 
paring the evening meal. 

“Fll look for Zosia.” 

“If you like.” 

“Zosia . . . ^osia!" 

Hand in hand the two sisters went, tlirough the narrow yard 
where, every day, they had played ludc:-and-.seek and blitul- 
man’s bujEF. Passing the school buildings tfiep .-('aclu'd a big 
level garden guarded by its gate of worm-eaten weV I. 

A faint smell of the earth, of cc>uutrvwd<;^ wafc ii^ from 
the meagre grass and walled-in trees. 

“Zosia, are we going to Zwola pretty soon?” 

“Not yet--not until July. But can you rememlx-r Zwol;i?” 

Manya, with her astonishing memory, coidd recollect it all: 
the stream in which she and her sisters had paddled I'or hours 
at a time last summer. . . . The mud-cakes tluiy hatl secretly 
kneaded, spattering their dresses and aprons with blackish .spots, 
and as secretly put out to dry in the sun on a board known (»rdy 
to themselves. . . . The old lime-tree which was sometimes 
climbed by as many as seven or eight conspirators at a time, 
cousins and friends; they used to lift her, too, the “little one” 
whose arms and legs were not long enough. , . . The mtiin 
branches were padded with cabbage leaves, cold and crackling; 
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in. other cabbage leaves among the smaller branches they cooled 
their provisions of gooseberries, of tender raw carrots, of 
cherries ... 

And at Marki, the torrid granary where Joseph used to go 
to learn his multiplication tables, and where they tried to bury 
Manya under the rnoving grain. . . . And old Father Skrzy- 
povsld, who made his whip crack so brilliantly when he drove 
the “break”! And Uncle Xavier’s horses . . . 

Every year the children had intoxicating holidays in the 
country. The fact was that in this vast family only one branch 
. had become city dwellers: the SHodovskis had numerous relations 
on the land. In each province there were some Sklodovskis and 
some Boguskis who cultivated a little of the Polish earth, and 
even though their houses were not sumptuous, they all had 
room enough to take in the professor and his family during the 
fine weather. In spite of her family’s modest revenue, Manya 
was saved knowledge of the dull holiday-making of the cheap 
‘“^summer resorts” frequented by the inhabitants of Warsaw. In 
summer this daughter of intellectuals became—or perhaps 
became again, in accoixlance with the deepest instinct of her 
race—a hardy little peasant,, 

Let’s run. I’ll bet I can get to the end of the garden before 
you!” Zosia cried, taking her r61e as ‘‘mother” with becoming 
seriousness. 

“I don’t want to run. I want you to tell me a story.” 

^ Nobody—not even the professor or his wife—could tell a story 
like Zosia. Her imagination added extraordinary touches, like 
the brilliant variations of a virtuoso, to every anecdote or fairy 
tale. She also composed short comedies, which she performed 
with spirit in front of her astonished sisters and brother. Zosia’s 
gifts as author and actress had quite subjugated Manya, who 
shuddered by turns as she listened to adventures 
so fantastic that their thread was not always easy for a baby of 
five to follow. 

The girls turned back toward the house. As they drew nearer 
to the highschooltheelderinstinctivelysloweddownandlowered 
her voice. The story she was making up and declaiming was 
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not finished: even so, Zosia cut it short. The ciiildrcn walked 
silently past the windows in the right wing of tlic school all 
veiled by the same stilf lace curtains. 

Behind those windows lived the person whom the Sklodovski 
family most feared and detested: M. Ivanov, director ol' the • 
Gymnasium, the man who represented, within the walls of that 
school, the government of the Tsar. 

It was a cruel fate, in the year 1872, to be a Pole, a “Russian 
subject,” and to belong to that vibrant intelligentsia whose 
nerves were so near the surface; among them revolt was ever . 
brooding, and they suffered more painfully than any other class 
in society from tlie servitude imposed upon them. 

Exactly a century before, greedy sovereigns, the powerhd 
neighbours of a greatly weakened State, had decided Poland’s 
ruin. Three successive partitions had dismembered it into frag¬ 
ments which became officially German, Russian and Austrian. 
On several occasions the Poles rose against their oppressors: 
they succeeded only in strengthening the bonds that held tlu'in 
prisoners. After the failure of the heroic revolution ol' i8;}i the 
Tsar Nicholas dictated severe measures of reprisal in Russian 
Poland. The patriots were imprisoned and deported in a body; 
their property was confiscated. . . . 

In 1863 another attempt and another catastrophe: the rebels 
had nothing but spades, scythes and clubs to oppose to (he 
Tsarist rifles. Eighteen months of desperate struggle- and in 
the end the bodies of the insurgent leaders swung from live 
gibbets on the ramparts of Warsaw. 

Since then everything had been done to enforce the obedience 
of a Poland that refused to die. While the convoys of chained 
rebels made their way toward the snows of Siberia, a flood of 
policemen, professors and minor functionaries wm let loose over 
the countryside. Their mission? To keep watch over the Poles, 
to wear down their religion, suppress suspicious books aiul news¬ 
papers, and abolish the use of the national language little by 
little—in a word, to kill the soul of a people. 

But in the other camp resistance was quick to organise. 
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Disastrous experience had proved to the Poles that they had no 
chance of reconquering their liberty by force, at least for the 
moment. Their task was, therefore, to wait—and to thwart the 
dangers of those who wait, cowardice and discouragement. 

The battle, therefore, had changed ground. Its heroes were 
no longer those warriors armed with scythes who charged the 
Cossacks and died saying (like the celebrated Louis Narbutt): 
“What happiness to die for my country!” The new heroes were 
the intellectuals, the artists, priests, school-teachers—those upon 
whom the mind of the new generation depended. Their courage 
consisted in forcing themselves to be hypocrites, and in support¬ 
ing any humiliation rather than lose the places in which the 
Tsar still tolerated them—and from which they could secretly 
influence Polish youth and guide their compatriots. 

Thus beneath the affectations of politeness a profound anta¬ 
gonism existed between conqueror and conquered throughout 
the Polish schools—between the harassed teachers and the 
spying principals, the Sklodovskis and the Ivanovs. 

The Ivanov who reigned over the school in Novolipki Street 
was particularly detestable. Without pity for the fate of his 
subordinates who had been forced to teach the children of their 
own country in the Russian language, he would pass with them 
from honeyed compliments to the coarsest reproof. In his zeal, 
Ivanov, who was an ignorant man, would review the composi¬ 
tions of day pupils, looking for the “Polish-isms” which occasion¬ 
ally slipped out in the work of little boys. His relations with Pro¬ 
fessor SWodovski had grown singularly cold after the day when 
the latter, in defence of one of his pupils, had calmly replied: 

“M. Ivanov, if that child made a mistake, it was certainly only 
a slip. . , . It happensthatyou, too, write Russian incorrectly 
at times—and indeed fairly often. I am convinced that you do 
not do it deliberately, any more than the child does.” 

The professor was talking to his wife of this same Ivanov 
when Zosia and Manya, returning from their walk, slipped into 
their father’s study. 

“Do you remember the Mass that the second-year boys had 
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celebrated at church last week ‘fur tlu; grutUiiii; uf flieir must 
ardent prayer’? They had got up acolhuitiou among thciu.s('lv<-.s 
to pay the cost, and they wouldn’t tell tln^ prit-st what this 
extraordinary prayer was. Well, little Earzynski e.onr<'s.s(‘d the 
whole thing to me yesterday: tlicy liad h'n,rned that Ivaimv’s ‘ 
little girl had tyjDhoid fever, and in their hatred for (h<- principal, 
they had a Mass said to bring about his child’s d('a,tli! If the 
poor priest had known that, he would lie in d('S|)air a,t having 
taken such a responsibility in si)ite of himself!” 

M. Sklodovski was delighted with the incident; hut Ids wife, 
a more fervent Catholic than he, would not laugh at it. She bent . 
over her work, which was singularly rough: wilii .shoemaker's 
knife and awl Mmc Sklodovska was making slioes. ( )ne of her 
special characteristics was to find no task unw'nrthy of lu-r. Sim e 
her pregnancies and her illness had obliged her to stay iiuhtors 
shehadlearned the cobbler’s trade, and thereafter tlie.shoes tliat 
the children wore out so quickly cost no more tlian tlie price 
of the leather in them. It was not so easy to get along. . . . 

“This pair is for you, Manyusya. See liow (in<‘ your lis-t are 
going to look in them!” 

Manya watched the long hands eutling (nit a sole and 
inanaging the sticky string. Near-by, her fathi'r had ju.sl settled 
himself comfortably in his favourite ;inu-chair. it vwmld have 
been pleasant to climb up on his knees and m.aki' a me.ss of Ids 
big necktie, knotted with such care; or to pull the nut-brown 
beard that framed his rather heavy face and his kind smile. 

But the talk of the grown-ups wiis too boring: “Ivanov . . , 
the police . . . the Tsar . . . deportation ... a plot . . . 
Siberia . . .” Every day since she had conu^ into the world 
Manya had heard the same phrases to which she obscurely 
attached some sort of fearful significance. By instinct she 
withdrew from them, holding olfthc moment when she wmdd 
have to understand. 

Isolating herself in deep childish dreams, the infant turned 
away from her parents and the murmur of their air<!ction:itt5 
conversation, cut now and then by the sharp noise ofthe hanimer 
on a nail, the squeak of the scissors on leather. With her nose in 
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the air Manya wandered about the room and stopped, like a 
boulevard idler, to admire the objects which were especially 
dear to her. 

This workroom was the finest room in the family lodging— 
or at any rate the most interesting to Manya. The big French 
mahogany desk, the Restoration arm-chairs covered by an in¬ 
destructible red velvet, filled her with respect. How clean and 
shining the furniture was! One day, when Manya grew older 
and went to school, she would have a place at one end of the 
long ministerial desk with many drawers. Professor Sklodovski’s 
desk around which the children assembled in the afternoon to 
do their work. 

Manya was not attracted by the majestic portrait of a bishop 
—framed in heavy gold and attributed in tlxe family, but only 
in the family, to Titian—which decorated the wall at the end. 
Her admiration was reserved for the bright green malachite 
clock, fat and brilliant, which stood on the desk, and for the 
round table one of their cousins had brought from Palermo the 
year before. Its top represented a checkerboard, and each 
square on it was made of a different kind of veined marble. 

The little girl avoided the stand which held a blue cup and 
saucer of Sevres china ornamented by a medallion of Louis 
XVIH’s good-natured face—she had been told a thousand 
times not to touch it, and in consequence regarded it with terror 
—and finally stopped before the dearest of her treasures. 

One, hung on the wall, was a precision barometer mounted 
in oak, with its long gilt pointers glittering against the white 
dial; on certain days the professor regulated and cleaned it 
minutely in front of his attentive children. 

The other was a glass case with several shelves laden with 
surprising and graceful instruments, glass tubes, small scales, 
specimens of minerals and even a gold-leaf electroscope. . . . 
Professor Sklodovski used to take these objects into his class¬ 
room, but since the government had reduced the hours devoted 
to science, the glass case was always shut. 

Manya could not imagine what these fascinating trinkets 
were. One day, straining on the tips of her toes, she was 
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contemplating them with bliss when her father simply told her 
their name: “Phy-sics app-a-ra-tus.” 

A funny name. 

She did not forget it—she never forgot auylhiug- -aud, as she 
was in high spirits, she sang the words in tunc. 


CHAPTER II 


Dark Days 


M- 


■ARYA SKLODOVSKA.” 

“Present.” 

“Tell us about Stanislas Augustus.” 

“Stanislas Augustus Poniatovski was elected King of Poland 
in 1764. Pic was intelligent and very cultivated, the fricnul of 
artists and writers. He understood the del(;(;ts that were weaken¬ 


ing the kingdom and tried to rcanedy the disoi'cUu's of the State. 
Unfortunately, he was a nran without courage ...” 

The schoolgirl who stood up in her place-- -in the third row 
it was, near one of the big windows that looked out aver the 

snow-covered lawns of the Saxony Gardcai.looked much the 

same as her comrades as she recited her lesson in a clear, assured 
voice. Boarding-school uuil'orm of navy-blue serge with steel 
buttons and a well-starched white collar imprisoned the figure 
of the ten-year-old child. And Anciupccio’s short curls, always 
in disorder, where were they now? A tight braid, tied with 
narrow ribbon, pulled the curly hair back behind the tiny, 
perfect cars and made the willul little face seem almost ordinary. 
Another braid, thicker and darker, had replaced PIcla’s ringlets. 
Hela sat at the next desk. Strict costume, severe coiffure; that 
was the rule in Mile Sikorska’s “private school.” 

The teacher in the chair had no frivolous demeanour, cither. 
Her black silk corsage and whalebone collar had never been 
fashionable, and Mile Antonina Tupalska had not the slightest 
pretension to beauty. She had a heavy, brutal, ugly fticc, which 
nevertheless appealed to tlxc sympathies. Mile Tupalska— 
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currently nicknamed “Tupsia”—was not only teadu'r of 
arithmetic and history, but also exorcised the runctions (tfslurdy 
superintendent; in that capacity she had Ixuai ohligeal to act 
with vigour, sometimes, against the iiKlep<nidcmt spirit and 
stubborn character of the little Sklodovska. 

However, there was much aircctionalc kindness in tln^ look 
she bent on Manya. How could she not lx; proud of this 
brilliant pupil, two years younger than her e,lassmat('s, who 
seemed to find nothing difficult and was invarial)ly first in 
ciphering, first in history, first in litcniture, (lernian, i'’i<'neh 
and catechism? 

Silence reigned in the classroom - -and even something a bit 
more than silence. These liistory h'ssons took plaee^ in an 
atmosphere of passionate fervour. Thc^ (!y(^s (*f twenty-live 
motionless, exalted little patriots and the rough e.ountena,ne<; of 
Tupsia reflected their earnest enthnsi.asm. And, speaking ol'a 
sovereign dead many years ago, it was witli singuLar lirt' that 
Manya stated in her chanting voice: 

“Unfortunately he was a m:m without courage . . 

The unattractive schoolmistre.ss and her too sca ious pupils, to 
whom she was actually teaching tin; history of I’oland in Palish, 
had the mysterious look of acconiplic<;.s in conspiracy. 

And suddenly, like accomplices, th(7 weia; all startled into 
silence: the faint clatter of an electric hell had been heard from 
the landing. 

Two long rings, two short ones. 

The signal set up an instant agitati(m, mule hut viohmt. 
Tupsia, on the alert, hastily gathered up the books spr<;ad out 
on the chair; swift hands had piled up the Polish b«>oks .and 
papers from the desks and dumped them into the apnms of four 
lively schoolgirls who disappeared with their load througli the 
little door that led to the dormitory of the boarders. A sound of 
chairs being moved, of desk-lids opened and stealthily clu.se<l. 

. . . The four schoolgirls, breatlilcss, returned to their places. 
And the door to the vestibule opened slowly. 

On the threshold, laced into his line uniform- yellow 
pantaloons and a blue tunic with shiny buttons--appcjared 
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M. Hornberg, inspector of private boarding-schools in the city 
of Warsaw. He was a thick-set fellow, sheared in German 
fashion; his face was plump and his eyes piercing behind their 
gold-rimmcd glasses. 

Without saying a word, the inspector looked at the pupils. 
And near him, apparently unmoved, the director who accom- 
pauicxl him. Mile Sikonska, looked at them too—but with secret 
anxiety. The delay had been so short to-day. The porter had 
just had time to sound the agreed signal when Hornberg, going 
ahead of his guide, reached the landing and plunged into the 
classroom. Was everything in order? 

Everything was in oi'dcr. Twenty-five little girls bent over 
their work, thimble on finger, making impeccable buttonholes 
in sqtiarcs of stuff unravelled at the edges. Scissors and spools of 
thread lay about on the cm[)ty desks. And Tupsia, with purple 
face and veins which sliowixl in her foreh(ui,d, held on the 
table in front of her a volume properly printed in orthodox 
letters. . . . 

“These children have two hours of sewing each week, Mr. 
Inspector,” the directress said calmly. 

Hoi-nberg had advauccxl toward the teacher. 

“You were reading aloud. What is the book, mademoiselle?” 

“Krylov’s Fahy Talcs. Wc. began them to-day.” 

Tupsia had answ<uT,d with perfect calm. Bit by bit her cheeks 
were regaining tlua'r natural colour. 

As if aljsent-mindedly, Hornberg opened the lid of the 
nearest desk. Nothing. Not a paper, not a book. 

After having caniiully finished off the stitch and fastened 
their needles in the doth, the girls interrupted their sewing. 
They sat motionless with crossed arms, all alike in their dark 
di'osscs and white collars; and the twenty-five childish faces, 
suddenly grown older, wore a forbidding expression which 
concealed fear, cunning and hatred. 

M. Hornberg, accepting the chair offered him by Mile 
Tupalska, seated himself heavily. 

“Please call on, one of these young people.” 

In the third row Marya Sklodovska instinctively turned her 



20 


MADAME CURIE 


frightened little face toward the window, A prayer rose in her: 
“Please God, make it somebody else. . . . Not me. ... Not 
me.” 

But she knew very well that the choice would fall upon her. 
She knew that she was almost always chos<'n for the government 
inspector’s questioning, since she was the most knowledgeable 
and since she spoke Russian perfectly. 

At the sound of her name she straightened up. She felt very 
warm—no, she felt cold. A dreadful shame seized her by the: 
throat. 

“Your prayer,” snapped M. Hornberg, whose altitude 
showed his indiflFerence and boredom. 

Manya recited “Our Father” correctly, in a V(»iee without 
colour or expression. One of the subtlest Immiliations the 'I’sar 
had discovered was to make the Polish chiUlreu say their 
CathoEc prayers every day in Russian. Thus, while pretending 
to respect their faith, he was able to profane what they 
reverenced. 

Again silence. 

^ “Name the Tsars who have reigned over our Holy Russia 
since Catherine II.” 

“Catherine II, Paul I, Alexander I, Nicholas I, Alexander 11.” 

The inspector was satisfied. This child had a good memory. 
And what a marvellous accent! She might have been l>orn in 
St. Petersburg. 

“Tell me the names and titles of the members of the Imtierial 
family.” 

“Her Majesty the Empress, His Imijcrial Highness the 
Gesarevitch Alexander, His Imperial Highness the Crtwid 
Duke . . .” 

At the end of the enumeration, which was long, Hornberg 
smiled faintly. This was excellent, he thought. The man could 
not see, or did not wish to see, Manya’s suffering, her features 
the effort she made to dissimulate her rebellion, 
title of the Tsar in the scale of dignities?” 

“Vielickestvo.” . . 

“And my title—what is it?” 
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“Vysokorodye.’’^ 

The inspector took pleasure in these hierarchic details, more 
important to his way of thinking than arithmetic or spelling. 
For his own simple pleasure he tisked again: 

• “Who rules over us?” 

To conceal the fire of their eyes, the directress and the super¬ 
intendent stared hard at the registers they held before them. As 
the answer did not come quickly enough, Hornberg, annoyed, 
asked again in louder tones: 

“Who rules over us?” 

. “His Majesty Alexander 11, Tsar of All the Russias,” Manya 
articulated painfully. Her face had gone white. 

The session was over. The functionary rose from his chair, 
and, after a brief nod, moved off to the next room, followed by 
Mile Sikorska. 

Then Tupsia raised her head. 

“Come here, my little soul.” 

Manya left her place and came uj) to the schoolmistress, who, 
without saying a word, kissetl her on the forehead. And 
suddenly, in the classroom that was coming to life again, the 
Polish child, her nerves at an end, burst into tears. 

“The inspector came to-day! The inspector came!” 

The excited children gave the news to their mothers and their 
nyanyas who were waiting for them when school was over. 
Groups of muffled-up little girls and grown persons thickened 
by their fur coats scattered rapidly on the pavements covered 
by the year’s first snow. They spoke in undertones: any idle 
passer-by, any loiterer staring at a show window might perhaps 
be an informer for the police. 

Hela was telling the story of the morning to Mme Michalov- 
ska-—Aunt Lucia—who had come to meet tlie two sisters. 

“Hornberg questioned Manya, and she answered very well, 
but then she cried. It seems that the inspector had no criticism 
to make in any class.” 

Tlie exuberant Hela whispered and chattered away, but 
Manya walked along beside her aunt silently. Even though 
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several hours had passed since licr(^x,:inuiiii(ion by tli<‘ in.siw'cloi*, 
the little girl was still troubled by it. .SIu^ hated tli<',s(* sudihui 
panics, these humiliating cxlnl)itions in which <nu; ha.d tn tell 
lies, always lies. . . . Because of JTorn)nag’s visit sh<; (i-lt the 
sadness of her life more heavily to-d.iy. (Jould slie (ua n re¬ 
member having been a care-free baby? Sina-essivc <-alastr<)|)h<-s 
had stricken the Sklodovski hou.schold, and the last four y<'ars 
seemed to Manya like a bad drcaiu. 

First there was the departure of Miiu- Skloduvska, with 
Zosia, for Nice. It was explained to Manya that “after her cure 
Mamma will be quite well.” VVlieu the eliihl .saw her motlier 
again, a year later, slic could hardly nicognise lh<‘ ageiug- 
woman already marked by fate. ... 

Then, in the autumn of 1873 , there ha<l be<-n the <h;unatic. 
day of their return from the holidays. Arriving with his hunily, 
M. Sklodovski had found an oOicial envedope on his (h-sk: by 
order of the authorities his salary was reduced and his lodj.;iug 
as a functionary ttiken away from him, along with his title of 
under-inspector. It was official disgraesa Trincipal Ivanov was 
avenging himself cruelly on a subordinate; who was not servile 
enough. He had won the battle;. 

Thereafter the Sklodovskis moved .several tinu's, to hiul them¬ 
selves finally installed in a corner apartm<;nt at tin; (a'ossing of 
Novolipki and Carmelite .streets; and their existema*, once' so 
peaceful and sweet, gradually sullered tin; c.hang,es bronglil 
about by straitened circumstances. The probsssor took two or 
three boarders at first—then five;, eight, tc;u. He gave; lodging, 
food and private instruction to these; ytnuig boys, chosem from 
among his pupils. The house was transforiiH'd into a noisy 
barracks and intimacy vanished from tht; family lill;. 

This arrangement had become nccc,s.sary tud only b(;cause <if 
M. Sklodovski’s lowered position and tin; sacriht;es In- had t(* 
make to pay for his wife’s treatment cm the Riviera, but bc'ing 
led into risky speculation by a wretelu;d broth(;r-in-law -who 
was^ financing a marvclkms” st<;uni mill tin; poor man, 
orffinarily so prudent, had lost the thirty thousand roid)h-s 
which represented his savings; and ever tdler, tonucutetl by 
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regret and troubled for the future, he mourned over them; in 
an excess of scruple he accused himself constantly of having 
made his family poor and dcpiived his (laughters of their 
marriage portions. 

• But it was in Januaiy 1876, just two years (sirli<T, that Manya 
had made sudden brutal accpiaintancc with uuha|)pin(;ss. One 
of the boarders had contaminated Bronya and Zosia with 
typhus. What horrible wc(;ks! In one room the mother tried tc^ 
control her spasms of coughing; in another, the two litth; girls 
shook and moaiuxl with fever. 

. One Wednesday the professor came to take Joseph, Hcla and 
Manya to their eldest sister for the last time. Zosia, dressed in 
white, was stn;tchcd out on the bier, her face l)loodl(iSS and as if 
smiling, her hands folded, marvellously beautiful in spite of her 
close-cropped head. 

It was Manya’s first encounter with death. It was the first 
funeral she ever followed, dressed in a drab little black coat, 
while Bronya, convalescent, was weeping into her pillow, anil 
Mme Sklodovska, too weak to go out, dragged herself from 
window to window to pursue with her eyes the colIin of her 
child as it slowly passed down Carmelite Street. 

“We’re going to have a little walk, children. I must go and 
buy some apples before the worst of the cold begins.” 

The excellent Aunt Lucia led her nieces at a brisk pace across 
the Saxony Garden, nearly deserted on this November after¬ 
noon. She seized any pretext to press her nieces into taking the 
air, away from the confined quarters where their consumptive 

mother lay. If the contagion touched them-! Hcla looked 

healthy, but Manya was so pale and so depressed. 

Leaving the Garden, the trio entered the old quarter of 
Warsaw, in which Manya had been born. Here the streets were 
much more diverting than in the new town. Under great 
sloping roofs, white-covered, the houses in Stare Miasto Square 
showed their grey fronts covered with a thousand sculptured 
ornaments: cornices, saints’ faces, the figures of animals serving 
as signs for inns or shops. 
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In the icy air the church bells answered oitc anotluu- on 
several tones. These churches awoke the whole' d('i)artcd cluld- 
hood of Marya Sklodovska. Her baptism had taken plaea^ in 
that of St. Mary, her first communion in that oftlu- Dominieans 
—a memorable day, dominated by the o:>*.h Manya and hen- 
cousin Henrietta had sworn not te) te)uch tiu': Host with the-ir 
teeth. . . . The girls came often to St. Eaid’s Ciiure:h, te) listen 
to the Sunday sermons in Germtm. 

Nove Miasto Square, empty anel windswept, w:is alse> familiar 
to Manya: her family had lived there re)r a ye-ar aften- lesiving the 
Gymnasium. Every day the child went witlt he-r meitlier anel. 
sisters to the Chapel of Our Lady, a strange; ;uul ravisliing 
church whose square tower and main bexly, all stairs etf re;el 
stone worn away by the centuries, twiste;el e;roeike;dly u|) the; 
crest which overlooked the river. 

On a signal from Aunt Lucia the girls w(;nt in again te>-elay. 
A few steps into the shadows beye)nd the narrow Ceithie; door¬ 
way and Manya was on her kne;e'.s, treanhiing. It was bitte-r leir 
her to come here without Zosia, wlie) had /tune; feir e;vcr, anel 
without her mystic mother, tortured by suire;rin*r, e m whenu Geiel 
seemed to have no pity. 

Once again Manya’s prayer re)sc te) the; Goel in whie;h she- 
believed. She asked Jesus with i):ission anel de;.spair te) gr.mt life; 
to the being she loved most in the we)rld. She; olfe-ie-el te) (he; 
Lord her own existence: in order te) save Mine; Skloelov.ska, she; 
was ready to die. Bent down near he;r, Aunt Lucia and 1 fe;la 
prayed in low voices. 

They met again outside the church and began the; ele'.se;ent etf 
the uneven steps which led down te) the; wate-r. The; Vi.slula, 
spreading enormously before them, did ne)t se:<;m te) be; in .ge)eHl 
humour. Its_yellowish water swept inuntl the; .sandbanks wl’iic.h 
formed pale islets in the middle of the river anel be;at again.st the; 
irregular shore encumbered with fie)ating batlus anel rails fe)!' 
washing clothes. The long grey paddle-be)at.s em whie;h h.appy 
crowds of young people used to go in summer lay there motion¬ 
less and disarmed. The river’s animation was conc.entrated 
about the galleys” with apples. There were twt) of them: two 
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great pinnaces, narrow and pointed, weighted down almost to 
the water’s edge. 

The master, buried in his sheepskins, pushed aside armfuls of 
straw to show his merchandise. Under this soft litter, which 
protected them from the frost, the hard red shining apples made 
a brilliant cargo. There were hundreds, thousands, piled up 
even with the hull. They came from the upper Vistula, from 
the fine town of Kazmierz, and it took them days and days to 
come down this far. 

“I want to pick out our apples!” Hela cried; and, quickly 
^imitated by Manya, she put down her muff and wriggled her 
schoolgirl’s bag from her shoulder. 

Nothing was more sure to enliven the girls tlian this ex¬ 
pedition, every bit of which they adored. They took the apples 
one by one, turning them back and forth carefully; those which 
passed inspection were thrown into a big wicker basket. If there 
were any rotten ones, you threw them with all your might into 
the Vistula, and you watched their little round vermilion wreck 
go down. When the basket was full you left the boat, holding in 
your hand a finer apple than any of the otliers. It was cold and 
crackly under the teeth, and it was exquisite to crunch it while 
Aunt Lucia debated over the payment and pointed out, among 
the spotty-faced urchins who hung about the neighbourhood, 
those whom she judged worthy to carry the precious provision 
home. 

Five o’clock. After tea the servants cleared the long table 
in the dining-room and lighted the petroleum suspension lamp. 
The hour of work had come. The board pupils grouped 
themselves by twos and threes in the rooms where they lived. 
The son and daughters of the professor remained in tlie 
dining-room, transformed into a study, and opened their papers 
and books. After a few minutes there arose, from everywhere 
and nowhere, the obsessing chant which for years remained the 
leitmotiv of life in that house. 

It was always the same children who could not keep from 
drawling aloud their Latin verses, their history dates or the 
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statements of their problems. In cvciy corner someb(»(Iy was 
grumbling, somebody was struggling hard. How difncult 
everything was! Many a time the |)rofes.sor was obliged to 
calm the despair of some hopeful .scholar who xnuhastood a 
demonstration perfectly when it was made; in his own hinguage-, 
but who, in spite of every effort, was incapable ofuudcrstandiiig 
it in Russian, the official language—and ev<ai more incai)able 
of repeating it. 

Little Manya knew none of this anguish. I ha- nuanory was 
such that her comrades, hearing her faultless recital ion of a 
poem they had seen her read no morc^ than twi(a% thought, at 
once of a trick, and accused her of learning vcrs<!s secretly. She 
finished her tasks long before the others, and ol'Km, out of 
natural kindliness or lack of something else; to do, she would 
extricate one of her companions from the embarr;i.ssmcnt and 
difficulty of a theorem. 

But what she preferred was to iastall herself with a book at llu^ 
big table, as she did to-night—well proi)pc,d u]» on luu- cllxnvs, 
her hands on her forehead, her thumbs closing her i-ars as 
protection from Hela, who had never Ixam able to l un through a 
lesson without shouting at the top of her voie<;. The precatition 
was superfluous, for after a bit the little girl, fascinated by h('r 
reading, completely lost consciousness of what was happening 
around her. 

This gift of absorption, the only oddity in a healthy child, 
afforded great amusement to her sisters and fri<aKls. A dozen 
tim^, with the boarders for accomplices, Broityji and I lela had 
organised a terrific hubbub around their avidly rtuwling .sister 
without even getting her to raise her eyes. 

To-day they wanted to try something really good; the 
presence of Henrietta Michalovska, Aunt Luciji’.s daughter, had 
aroused their e\dl demons. They crept forward on tlmir toes 
and began to build a scaffolding of chairs about the motionless 
Manya, lost in her reading. Two chairs on each side, one 
behind, two others on top of the first three, and one at the 
sun^t crowning the edifice. . . . Tliey retired in silence, and 
pretended to work. Then they waited. 
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They had to wait a long time. The child noticed nothing: 
neither the whispers nor the stifled laughter nor the shadow of 
the chairs above her head. For half an hour she remained like 
that, threatened, without knowing it, by the unstable pyramid. 
When her chapter was finished, she closed her book, lifted her 
head and everything collapsed with the noise of a cataclysm. 
Chairs danced across the floor; Hela shrieked with joy; Bronya 
and Henrietta leaped nimbly into defensive positions, for a 
counter-attack was to be feared. 

But Manya remained unmoved. She did not know how 
,to be angry, but neither could she be amused at a trick which 
had frightened her. Her ash-grey eyes expressed the stupor of 
a sleepwalker suddenly jerked out of her dream. She rubbed her 
left shoulder, which a chair had struck a bit roughly, picked up 
her book and took it into the next room. Passing in front of the 
“big girls” she said just two words: 

“That’s stupid!” 

A calm verdict, with which the “big girls” were not very 
satisfied. 

These moments of total absent-mindedness were perhaps the 
only ones in which Manya found again the wonder-stnick 
quality of her earliest childhood. She read, pell-mell, poetry 
and scholastic manuals, adventure stories and technical works 
borrowed from her father’s library. 

And thus she put away from her, for brief moments at a 
time, the dark phantoms: she forgot Russian spies and the visits 
of Hornberg. She forgot her father’s face, crushed by his 
miserable tasks, and the perpetual tumult of the house, and the 
black dawns when, still half asleep, she had to get up from her 
moleskin divan so that the boarders could have their breakfast in 
the dining-room, which was also a dormitory for the Sklodovski 
children* 

She forgot her terrors: terror of the oppressor, religious 
terrors, terror of illness and death. Instinctively she tried to 
escape from a “climate” too heavy for her. 

They were fleeting respites. As soon as she regained con¬ 
sciousness everything came back to her at once—and first of 
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all the dull, constant sadness created in the house by (lu^ ilhn-ss 
of her mother. The patient, once so beautiful, was now Inirdly 
more than a shadow. Aitd in spite oftlie (unnforling words with 
wliich the grown-ups attempted to tleeeive bei', Manya bdt 
clearly that her ecstatic admiration, her gnsit lov(; and the 
ardour of her prayers would not be strong eiu mgh !;< > prevent the. 
horrible thing tliat was drawing near. 

Mme Sklodovska, too, thought of the imwitalib^. She took 
care to see that the event found her r<;ady without ups<'tting tin; 
existence of the house. On May <)Lh, ibyB, slu' asked llie doctor, 
to make way for the priest. The pri<st aloiu; was to know the 
final anguish of her Christian .soul, her grief at b'aving her 
beloved husband to care for four children, her anxiety for the 
future of the youthful beings she must now altandon, for little 
Manyusya who was only tint. . . . 

In front of her family she allowtxl henself t,o show (uily a liuai 
of peace, to which the last hours had restored an extrenu' 
graciousness. She died as she: had wantexl to <li(g without 
delirium or disorder. Her husltand, h<;r sou and Inn' daugluers 
watched beside her bed in the tidy room. And her long, 
pathetic grey eyes, already dulled ])y death, fixed themselvc's in 
turn on each of the five ravaged faces, as il" the <lying woman 
wished to ask their pardon for causing them so much |>ain. 

She found energy enough to say faixiwell to each omx Weak¬ 
ness was slowly overcoming her. The spark (tflifi; that remained 
permitted only one more gesture an<l one inotx; sp(H',c;h. 'I'he 
gesture was a sign of the cross; seized with a tenilde trembling, 
her hand sketched it in die air to ble.ss tiunn all. 'I'lie words 
her last—she murmured in one bnxith, fixAiuji; at the husband 
and children from whom she took her leave: ‘T love y<m.” 

Dressed in black once more, Manya, worn with grief, wan¬ 
dered miserably about the apartment in Carmelite Stre<a. She 
could not get used to the fact that Bronya occupied the dead 
woman’s room; that only Hela and herself now sle(>t on the 
moleskin divans; that a housekeeper, hastily engagcxl by the 
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professor, came every day to give orders to the servants, decide 
on the food for the boarders, and vaguely oversee the children’s 
dressing. M. Sklodovski devoted all his free hours to his 
orphaned children. But he could care for them only in an 
awkward, touching way—the care of a man. 

Manya learned that life was cruel. Gruel for the race, cruel 
for the individual. ... 

Zosia was dead. Mme Sklodovska was dead. Deprived of her 
mother’s tenderness and the protection of her eldest sister, the 
child grew older, without once complaining, in partial abandon- 
- ment. She was proud but she was not resigned. And when she 
knelt in the Catholic church where she was used to going with 
her mother, she experienced the secret stir of revolt within her. 
She no longer invoked with the same love that God who had 
unjustly inflicted such terrible blows, who had slain what was 
gay or fanciful or sweet around her. 



CHAPTER in 


Adolescence 


T here appears to be a moment of expansion, a sort of 
maximum, in the history of cwny family. Mysterious 
reasons force a generation to distingnish itself from 
others by abundance of gifts, magnificent (excess of vitality, 
beauty, success. 

This moment had arrived for tlie Sklodovski family, in spite of 
the tribute it had just paid to unhaj^pincss. Death, carrying olf 
Zosia, had taken a hostage from among five- ardetil aiul 
intelligent children. But the others, the four young p<‘ople born 
of a consumptive mother and an intelhxtnal worn out l)y work, 
carried an invincible fonx; within them, 'fhey wer«^ to <*.on(pmr 
adversity, to disdain all oirstaclcs and to become-, all four, 
exceptional human beings. 

They were a superb spectacle, this smmy morning in the 
spring of 1882, gathered for breakfast around the labh-. 1 lela 
was sixteen, tall and graceful, iuconU^stably the “beauty of the 
family.” Bronya had golden hair and tlu; face of an opened 
flower; Joseph, the eldest, displayed the lines of a iM<»rdic athlete 
in his student’s uniform. 

And as for Manya. ... It must be admitted that she had 
taken on weight, and that her wcH-fitted uniform outlimxl a 
figure which was not exactly thin. Since she was the youngest, 
she was also, for the moment, the least beautiful. But she luwl 
an animated and pleasing face, and had the light, d<;ar eyes and 
hair and skin of Polish women. 

Only the two younger girls wore uniform now: Hela wius still 
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in blue, like a faithful child of the Sikorska school, but Manya 
was dressed in maroon, since she had become, at fourteen years 
of age, one of the most brilliant pupils of a government Gym¬ 
nasium—the same Gymnasium where Bronya, the eldest of the 
three sisters, had finished her studies last year by winning a 
gold medal and a great deal of glory. 

Bronya was no longer a schoolgirl—she was a “young lady.” 
She had taken over the management of the house, replacing the 
housekeepers who had often been unpleasant. She kept the 
books, watched over the boarders—^those eternal boarders who 
- changed only their faces and names—and wore her hair up and 
her skirts long like a grown person, with a bustle and a train 
and a multitude of little buttons. 

Joseph had been awarded a gold medal like Bronya’s when he 
left the boys’ high school. Envied and admired by his sisters, the 
young man was studying at the Facul ty of Medicine. How lucky 
they thought him! Already tormented by intellectual am¬ 
bition, the three Sklodovski girls grumbled at the rule forbid¬ 
ding women to enter the University of Warsaw; and they 
listened in rapt attention to their brother’s stories of student life 
in the “Tsar’s University”—mediocre though it was—where the 
teachers were ambitious Russians and subservient Poles. 

But the conversation never made them lose a mouthful. 
Bread, butter, cream and jam disappeared as if by magic. 

“Joseph, to-night is dancing school and we need you to be our 
escort,” said Hela, mindful of serious things. “Do you think my 
dress will do, Bronya, if it’s well ironed?’ ’ 

“As you have no other one, it’ll have to do,” said Bronya 
philosophically. “We’ll look it over at three o’clock, when you 
come home.” 

“Your dresses are very pretty,” Manya affirmed. 

“Oh, you don’t know anything about it. You’re too young.” 

The quartet was breaking up. Bronya cleared the table, 
Joseph vanished with his papers under his arm, and Hela and 
Manya made off for the kitchen helter-skelter. 

“My bread and butter, please. . . . M.jserdelki. . . . Where 
has the butter got to?” 
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In spite of their copious breakfast the younji; ladit's were, still 
preoccupied with food. Tlic lunch they won; to ('at at s(;ho(il at 
the eleven-o’clock recess went into cloth l>affs: broad, an api)l(', 
and a pair of those wonderful Polish sausa|.r(;.s called smlMi. 

Manya tied up her lunch and Iluiujf her sobooll)a.|( ov(;i' hoT 
shoulder. 

“Hurry up! You’ll he late for your aj^pointnu'nt!” 

Hela scoffed, getting n;ady in h(;r turn. 

“No, no, it’s only half-past eight. Cood-byc!” 

On the stairs she passed two of luu- father’s Ixuirch'rs who, 
although with less haste than herself, making tlu'ir way 
also to school. 

Gymnasium, boarding school, day school . . . the. youth of 
Manya Sklodovska was completely ol)S(;ssecl by suUi words. 
M. Sklodovski taught in a Gymnasium, Bronya had just lU't the 
Gymnasium, Manya was going to a Gymnasium, jdsepli to the 
university, Hela to Mile Sikorska’s boarding school. Bven their 
home was, in its way, a sort of school. Manya must havt; grown 
to imagine the universe as an innncn.se S(;hool wlicrf* there! were 
only teachers and pujuls and when; only om; ich'al n'igmxl: to 
learn. 

The boarders had become a little mor<; htxirahh; after tin; 
family left dreary Carmelite Strc(;t and installed itself in l.eschen 
Street. The building was charming; the linjadc; had style, there 
was a tranquil courtyard where gr<;y pig<;on.s cooed, and there 
were balconies hung with Virginia t;r(;(;p(;r. And tin; apartment 
of the first floor was spacious enough i'or the Sklotlov-skis to htivt; 
four rooms of their own, away from the boys. 

Its broad pavements bordered by stdtsUmlial houses nuule 
Leschen Street very “respectable.” That is to say, it wa,s guilt¬ 
less of Slavic picturesqucucss. On the contrary, in the near- 
elega,nce of the quarter everything evoked the West, from the 
Calvinist church opposite the house to the columned French 
building in Rymanska Street, evidence of the adoration 
Napoleon had inspired in Poland—an adoration which tuulures 
to the present time. 

Her bag on her back, Manya hastened to reach the “Blue 
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Palace,” the residence of the Counts Zamoyski. Avoiding the 
grille and the principal entrance she went through to an oldish 
courtyard guarded by a bronze lion. Then she stopped short; 
the courtyard was empty. 

■ Ah affectionate voice hailed her. 

“Don’t run off, Manyusya dear . . . Kazia is coming down.” 

“Oh, thanks, madame! Good morning, madame!” 

From one of the windows on the lower floor Mme Przy- 
borovska, wife of Count Zamoyski’s librarian, her dark hair 
smoothly drawn back under a thick crown of braids, looked 
• with friendly eyes on the round-cheeked and lively young 
Sklodovska who had been her daughter’s best friend for two 
years. 

“You must come and have tea with us this afternoon. I’ll 
make you soTaepac;d^i and that chocolate ice that you love!” 

“Of course you’ve got to come to tea!” Kazia cried, bolting 
down the stairs and seizing her friend by the arm. “We must 
hurry, Manya, we’re late.” 

“Yes. I was just about to lift the lion’s ring!” 

Manya came to pick Kazia up every morning under the porch 
of her house. When Manya found nobody at the meeting-place 
she lifted the heavy ring which the bronze lion bore in his maw 
and turned it back over the animal’s nose before going on to 
school. Kazia, seeing the ring, learned that Manya had already 
been and gone, and that she would have to hurry if she wanted 
to catch up. 

Kazia was very charming; cheerful and high-spirited, she was 
a happy little creature whose excellent parents did their best to 
spoil her. M. and Mme Przyborovski did likewise by Manya, 
whom they treated as one of their own daughters in an effort to 
make her forget that she was motherless. But by many little 
details in the appearance of the two ^rls in brown dresses it was 
easy to tell that one was a petted child, whose attentive mother 
brushed her hair and tied her ribbons every morning, while the 
other, at fourteen and a half years of age, was growing up in a 
house where nobody had time to bother about her. 

Arm in arm the girls passed along narrow Zabia Street. They 
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had not seen each other since t<iu on the tiny before, and they 
had a thousand urgent matters to distmss. 'I'heir thousnutl l>its 
of gossip nearly all had to do with tluur Cyinnasium in 
Krakovsky Boulevard -a Russian school which, having been 
destined at first for the cliildren of (iermans in gtivtaannent 
service, kept its Germanic tiisi-iplinc and tratlitions. 

It had been a great ehangtg aft<;r Mile Sikmska’s profiniiully 
Polish seminary for young ladies, to become the [jupil of a,u 
olEcial institution governed by the Russifyin;', spirit. It was a 
necessary change -.since the imperial Gymnasia were the only 
ones which bcstowtal recognised diplomas Imt Manya and 
Kazia avenged thentselves on it by making all manner of fun of 
their teachers from Russia, as well ns of the lauing Pastor 
Meding, their German teacher, and iihovc till ol'Mlh^ Mtiyer, 
the detested and detc^stalde suixTintendtmt of studies. 

Mayer, a tiny, dark wotuau witli greasy ii.iir, who wore silent 
spy’s slippers, was tin; declared enemy of Manya Sklodovska. 
She reproached Manya rvith eva-rything: her sttdihorn ehanu ter 
and the “scornful smile” witli which, a<"eor(ling to Mayer’s 
story, Manya received the most wounding critieistu. 

“That Sklodovska! It’s no u.se talking (o her it’s jnst like 
throwing peas against a w;dU” the superintendent groaned. She 
was particularly annoyed by Manya’s e.nriy hair, wliieli she 
declared “disordered tind ridicmlons”; with many :i heavy st n >k<^ 
of the brush she trical to straighten out, the rehellious locks and 
transform the Pole into :i Gn^tehcn witli tigjit braids. U.selc.ss! 
After a few minutes the light, ca})i'i<aoiis curls wotiKl break out 
again about the young face, and Mtuiya’s loo innocent giwe 
WM fixed with singular insistemte tipou tint suptirinttuuleut’s 
shining braids. 

I forbid you to look at me like that!” Mayer sputtered. 
“You mustn’t look down at me!” 

In a fit of impertinence one day Mtinyst, who was a heswl tidier 
than Mayer, replied: “Tlic fact is that I can’t <lo anything else.” 

War went on, day after day, betweetv the sour oh,I iniiitl ;ind 
the fractious pupil. The worst of the storms had taken place the 
year before. Mile Mayer, coming into the chissroom 
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unexpectedly, had found Manya and Kasda dancing with joy 
among the desks to celebrate the assassination of Tsar Alexander 
11 , whose sudden death had just plunged the empire into 
mourning. 

■ One of the most melancholy results of political constraint is 
the spontaneous ferocity it develops among the oppressed. 
Manya and Kazia felt such rancours as free human beings never 
know. Even though they were by nature tender and generous, 
they lived in accordance with a particular morality—the slave 
morality—which turns hatred into a virtue and obedience into 
cowardice. 

By reaction, the adolescents threw themselves with passion 
into whatever they were permitted to love. They reverenced 
handsome young M. Glass, who taught them mathematics, and 
M. Slosarsld, professor of natural sciences. They were Poles— 
accomplices. Even with regard to the Russians there were 
shades of feeling. What was one to think, for example, of the 
mysterious M. Mikieszin, who, wishing to recompense a pupil 
who had made great progress, silently h anchxl her a copy of the 
poems of Nekrasov, a rcvolutionaiy writer? The surprised 
students perceived brief movements from the enemy’s camp, 
signals of solidarity. In Holy Russia all were not faithful to the 
Tsar. ... 

In Manya’s class Polish, Jewish, Russian and German girls sat 
side by side without serious disagreement. Tlxeir common 
youth and the excitement of school rivalry .smoothed out, for the 
time being, their differences of race and thought. To sec them 
help each other in their work and play together during recesses 
one might even have believed that they enjoyed perfect mutual 
understanding. 

But as soon as school was over each one returned to her 
language, her patriotism and her religion. The Polish girls, 
more arrogant than the others because they were the persecuted, 
went off in tight little groups and met one another afterwards 
at tea parties to which it would have been impossible to ask a 
Russian or a German. 

Their intransigence was not without secret troubles. 
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Evcrylluiig scorned guilty (o them, from tlx- involuntary 
friendslup they might (col Tor a furcignj girl to the pleasure thc;y 
experienced in spite of tliemscdves at lieariug lessons in seiene.<‘. nr 
philusopliy from the mouth of the oppressor- -at receiving that 
“official” education which they thought worthy ol'hatrc'd. 

The summer before, Manya had writtc'u to Kazia a moving 
and timid coufessiou lilhal with shame;: 

“Do you know, Kazia, in spite of everything, I like school. 
Perhaps you will make fun of meg hut nc'vertheh'ss I must t<;ll 
you that I like it, and even that I love it. 1 can realise that now. 
Don’t go imagining that I miss it! Oh no; not at all. But the'; 
idea that I am going hack .soon does not depre.ss me, and the 
two years I have left to spend there don't seem as dreadruh as 
painful and long as they once did. . . " 


The Saxony Garden—along with Lazienki Park, where she 

passed many of her leisure hours.was one of Manyti's favemrite 

spots in that city which she was to ctdl, for years to eomc “inv 
beloved little Warsaw.” 


Passing the iron grille, Manyji atitl Kazia followed tin' avemu; 
which led to the palace. tJp to two lucuiths ag<» tlu'y had playcal 
the ancient game of trailing their nibhens in the large mnd- 
puddlcs along the way: enough, that is, to get tin-m wc-i n’p to the 
edges, but not enough to immerse them altogc'ther and damiien 
their shoes. When springtime came, they went bank to otlier 
games which, in spite of their simplicity, caiwed upnjarious 
amusement Example; the game or“gre<;n.” 

“My French copy-book is nearly fiiiLshed,” Maiiya wmdd 
begin in placid tones. “Would you like to conn; with me to buy 

a new one? I saw some very pretty ones with ^rcCTcovcra . . 

_ hut Kazia was on guard. At the word “green” she sutltlenly 
, Manya a little piece of green velvet she hatl lutldcn in 

er poc e , and thus avoided paying a forfeit, Manya, vexetl, 
seemed to abandon the game and turned the conversation 
towards the history lesson one of their teachers had dictated to 

mentioned tliat Poland was a 
province and the Polish language a dialect, and tlmt the Pohts 
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had caused the Tsar Nicholas I, who loved them so much, to die 
of grief over their ingratitude. . . . 

“Just the same, the poor man was embarrassed when he told 
us such horrors. Did you notice how he looked away, and that 
awful face of his?” 

“Yes. He went absolutely green,'” Kazia ventured, trying to 
look as if she was thinking of something else. But at once she 
saw a young chestnut leaf of tender green shaken under her nose. 

Groups of children made mud-pies or chased their hoops. 
Manya and Kazia, choking with laughter over their game, 
passed on beneath the slender columns of the Palace of Saxony 
and almost ran across the great square. Suddenly Manya cried: 

“But we’ve passed the moiniment. We must go back at once!” 

Kazia turned without a word. The giddy pair had just com¬ 
mitted an unpardonable olTence. In tire middle of the Saxony 
Square was a pomi)ous obelisk surrounded by four lions and 
bearing, in orthodox letters, the words: “To the Poles faithful to 
their Sovereign.” Tliis tribute from the Tsar to those Poles who 
had betrayed their country and made themselves allies of the 
oppressor was an object of disgust to the patriots, and their 
tradition was to spit every time they passed the monument. If, 
by inadvertence, one failed to observe this custom, one had to 
go back and make good the omission. 

With their duty in this respect duly accomplished, the two 
girls returned to their talk. 

“They’re dancing at home this evening,” Manya said, “Are 
you coming to watch them?” 

“Yes. Oh, Manyusya, when shall we have the right to dance, 
too? We’re such good waltzers already!” Kazia complained 
impatiently. 

When? Not until school was over and the girls had “come 
out.” They were only allowed to practise among themselves 
and to learn the lancers, the polka, the mazurka and the oberek 
from the school ballet master. Relegated to little chairs at the 
side, they were also present when the young people of a few 
friendly families gathered for dancing lessons once a week in the 
Sklodovskis’ house. 
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But before they could expect their turn to come, they must 
pass more montlis in the Gymuusium which now rose before 
themin the avenue; the groat, bald, three-storeyed building stocnl 
over against the exquisite Ghai)cl oftlu; Visitation, twisted and 
ornate, a fragment of the Italian Rcnaissanct; lost among severta’ 
edifices. Their comrades were already i)lunging into the are.h- 
way. There was the little bluC“cy<Kl Wtrlf girl, and Anya 
Rottert, the flat-nosed German who was the b(;st in tlu; class 
after Manya; and L^onie Kunicka. , . . 

But what was the matter with Kunicka? Her eyevs were 
swollen with tears; and she, who w;is always so lu-atly dressed, 
seemed to have had her clothes thrown at her to-day. 

Manya and Kazia ceased smiling .'ind ran toward their fihnuL 

“What’s the matter? What has Iun)pcned to you, Kunicka?” 

Kunicka’s delicate face was colourless, 'flu; woids (>assr;tl luu' 
lips witli difficulty, 

“It’s my brother. . . . He was in a |)lot. . . . He was 
denounced. . . . We haven’t known where he w;w for three 
days.” 

Stifled by sobs, she added; 

“They are going to hang him to-nu >rrow.” 

The other two girls, horror-struck, surrounded tlu; unlucky 
one with their questions and their support; hut tlu'; sharp V(»ic<' 
of Mile Mayer broke in with brief orders: 

“Gome, come, young ladies, enough of your chatter. I lurry 
up.” 

Stunned with shock, Manya made her way slowly toward her 
place. Just now she had been dreaming of nnisio and dances. 
Now, while the first phrases of a geography htsson to which she 
was not attending rumbled in licr cars, she saw the ardent 
young face of the condemned boy—and the scaffold, the Ining- 
man, the rope. . . . 

That night, instead of going to the dancing Ies.son, six girls of 
fifteen kept silent watch in Ldonic Kuuicka’s narr<»w room. 
Manya, Hela and Bronya came with Kiizia ami her sister Ula to 
wait for the dawn with their comrade. 

They mingled their rebellion and their tcan, 'JTliey took 
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humble and tender care of their friend, convulsed as she was 
with grief; they bathed her swollen eyes, obliged her to ilriuk a 
little hot tea. The hours passed somehow, so fust, so slow, for the 
six children of whom four still wore their school unif )rm. When 
th»ipallor of dawn, accentuating their t>wn pallor, canu^ to mark 
the moment of the end, they fell on their knees and said a last 
prayer, their hands concealing their young facta full of terror. 

One gold medal, two gold mtxlals, thrtx; gold medals in the 
Sklodovski family. . . . The third was for Mauya and marked 
the end of her secondary studies on June 12th, 18B3. 

In stifling heat the list of rewards was read. Speeehtis and tin; 
flourish of trumpets, the congratulations of tlic tcaeliers; a liiuf) 
shake of the hand from M. Apushtiu, grand mitsttn of education 
in Russian Poland, answered by a last curtsy from Manya. In 
her black dress of ccrcmoiry with a bunch often roses pinned at 
the waist, little Sklodovska said her fart;w<dls and swore slu; 
would write to her (rieiuLs every w('ek; then, laden with Russian 
prize books which she loudly declared to be “horrible” (iis it 
was her last day, what did she risk?), slu; left the school in 
Krakovsky Boidevard for ever, (iscorUal by Inu' father whom 
her success had ovtawhelnnul witii pride. 

Manya had worked very hard—and very well. M. Sklodowski 
decided that she was to go to the country for a year before 
choosing her moans of livelihood. 

A year’s holiday! . . . One might be tentpted to imagine tlie 
child of genius, obsessed by an (sirly vot;ation, studying .scicntilic 
books in secret. But such w;is not the etwe. In the course of the 
mysterious passage called adolescence, while her body wtw 
transformed and her face grew finer, Manya suddenly became 
lazy. Abandoning the .schoolbooks, she tasted, for the first and 
last time in her life, the iuto.xication of idlcne.ss. 

A rural interlude occurs here in the story of the profisssor’s 
daughter. “I can’t believe geometry or algebra ever esdsted,” 
she writes to Kazia. “I have completely forgotten them.” She 
was staying far from Warsaw and school, with relations in the 
country who welcomed her for weeks at a time in exchange for 
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vague lessons to be given to their children, oi' for a tiny payment 
of board; and she gave hcrsclfup to the sweetness oflHdng alive. 

How care-frcc she was! 1 low young and happy, sudd<‘nly so 
much younger than in the dark days of her ehildliood! B<;twe<'.n 
an excursion and a nap she bar<dy liad energy <'n( >ug;li u i tlesrri4*e 
her beatitude in letters beginning “My dear little devil" or 
“Kazia, my heart”: 

Manya to Kazia: 

I may .say that aside fromanhour’.s Fn-ae.h Ic-sson with a little 
boy I don’t do a thing, positively not a thing l(»r I have e.v(;n 
abandoned the [tice.e of embroidery that I luul started . . . 1 
have no schedule. I get up sonunimes at Urn o'clock, sometimes 
at four or five (morning, not evening!). 1 naid no serious books, 
only harmless and absurd little novfds, . . . 'I’luis, in spite of 
the diploma conferring on me the dignity and maturity <tf a 
person who has finished her studies, I feel iuer<^dil)ly stupid. 
Sometimes I laugh all by myself, and I contemplate my stat<- of 
total stupidity with genuine satisfaction. 

We go out in a band to walk in tln^ woods, we r'oll hoitps, we 
play battledore and shuttlecock (at which 1 am very had!), 
cross-tag, the game of (loose, and many ecpially childish things. 
There have been so many wild strawberries here' that oner could 
buy a really sufficient amount I'or a few Rroszy atul by tluit I 
mean a big plateful heaped high. Ahts, the .season is oveu'! . . . 
But I am al'raid that when I get back my apiietite will be un¬ 
limited and my voracity alarming. 

We swing a lot, swinging ourseIve.s hard juid high; we bathe, 
we go fishing with torches for shrimp.s. . . . Every kSunday the 
horses are harnessed for the trip in to Mtuss, ;ind Jiftcrward we 
pay a visit to tire vicarage. The two priests are clever and very 
witty, and we get enormous amusement Irom their eom[Kiny. 

I was at Zwola for a few days. There wjw an aetor there, M. 
Kotarbinski, who delighted us* He sang so many songs and 
recited so many verses, concocted so many jokej and piekexl so 
many gooseberries for us, that on the day of hi.s ileparture wc 
made him a great wreath of poppies, wild pinks and cornflowen; 
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and just as the carriage was starting off we flcing it at him with 
shouts of “ Firo// FtW/ M. Kotarbinski!” He put the wreath 
on his head immediately, and it seems that afterward he carried 
it in a suitcase all the way to Warsaw. Ah, how gay life is at 
Zwola! There are always a great many people, and a freedom, 
equality and independence such as you can hardly imagine. 
. . . On our journey back Lancet barked so much that we 
didn’t know what was to become of us. . . . 

Lancet played an important part in the lives of the Sklodov- 
slcis. If he had been properly trained the brown pointer might 
have become a respectable hunting dog. But Manya, her two 
sisters, and Joseph had given him a disastrous upbringing. 
Cuddled, kissed and over-fed. Lancet became an enormous 
beast whose dictatorship weighed on the whole family. He 
spoiled the furniture, upset vases of flowers, devoured food that 
was not intended for him, leaped upon every guest in sign of 
welcome, and then tore to bits whatever hats or gloves had been 
imprudently left about in the hall. So many virtues had earned 
him the adoration of his owners, who disputed the privilege of 
taking their despot on holiday every summer. 

During her year of laziness, during which Manya’s intellectual 
ardour seemed to drowse, the young girl was seized by a passion 
which was to last as long as her life: the passion for the country. 
Observing the changes of the seasons, first in one province and 
then in another, she was constantly discovering new beauties in 
that Polish earth over which her family was scattered. At Zwola 
it was peaceable country where nothing arrested the gaze, 
nothing but the round horizon which seemed farther away than 
anywhere else in the world. At Zawieprzyce, where Uncle 
Xavier lived, there were about fifty thoroughbred horses in the 
fields around the estate—a regular stock farm. Dressed in 
breeches of doubtful elegance, borrowed from her cousins, 
Manya learned to gallop and trot beautifully, and became a 
horse-woman. 

But notlung exceeded her enchantment when she saw the 
Carpathians. Like a true child of the plains she was struck with 
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wondering stupor at the snowy gHttcriug suiumit.s and Uu-,stiff 
black firs. She was never to forget thos(^ ascents by footpaths 
carpeted with bilberries, or the mountaiiu^crs’ collages wluire 
every object was a masterpiece ofsculptured wood, or the pure 
and icy little lake hemmed in l>y peaks at. tlu^ top, with-its 
exquisite name “The Eye oftlu; 

It was not far from there, on tlu; frontier of (Jalicia, that 
Manya was to pass the winter in the noisy family of her Uncle 
Zdzislav, a notary at Skalbinicn /.. 'I’he mast('r<ifth(' house was a 
jovial fellow, his wife was beautiful, and tlnnr three daughters 
lived for laughter. How coidd M!anya Ix^ hon'd in such com¬ 
pany? Every week the arrival of a new guest or tlie ap]>roac]i 
of a feast-day gave the signal for a hurst of commotion. 'I’he 
grown people dressed gauu; for tin; litast and the young girls 
made cakes, or else, in the seclusion of iheii' rooms, Iiastily 
sewed ribbons on to tin; motley costumes that wouhl sc-ive to 
disguise them at the next kulig. 

The kulig was by no means only a hall. It was a dizzying, 
magic journey in th<; full excitcmient olh-.ai'nival. Two sleiglis 
went off in the evening over tlu; snow with Manya Sklo(lovska 
and her three cousins, masked and dnssscil as Cracow (u-wsant 
girls, huddled under the covers. Young men in pic.turcstjuc 
rustic dress escorted them on horsehae.k, brandishing tortdu's. 
Other torches twinkled through the lir-tna-s, and the cold night 
was filled with rhythm; the musicians’ sleigh came up, bringing 
four little Jews from the village, mad and charming creatures 
who for the next two nights and days would wring from their 
fiddles the intoxicating tunes of the waltz, the krakoviak and the 
mazurka, tunes caught up in chorus by tlu^ whole <-row<l. 'Ihe 
little Jews would play until three, five, ten (»ther sleighs, tinswer- 
ing their call, had found them in the night. In .spite <*f jolting 
and sliding down dizzy slopes of ice they never inis.sed a stroke 
of the bow, and they would lead the fantastic night tlauce in 
triumph to the first stop. 

The shouting crowd then left the sleighs to pound on the <loor 
of a sleeping house, where the master duly pretended to be 
surprised. A few minutes later the musicians were pertdicd on a 
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table and the ball began, lighted by torches and lanterns while 
the food—^prepared long in advance—emerged on the side¬ 
board. Then, at a given signal, the place was emptied; emptied 
of masques, inhabitants, food, horses, sleighs, everything, and 
the farandole, longer and thicker than before, slid across the 
forest toward another house, and another and still another, 
acquiring new recruits at each stop. The sun rose and set. The 
fiddlers had just time enough to get their breath and to sleep a 
little in any convenient barn, mixed pell-mell with the ex¬ 
hausted dancers. But nevertheless when the army of sleighs 
■stopped on the second night, jingling and clanking and pawing, 
in front of the largest house of the neighbourhood, where the 
red ball was to be held, the little Jews attacked their first 
krakoviak with a conquering fortissimo while the others took 
their places for the marvellous figure dance. 

It was then that a young man dressed in embroidered white 
wool made haste to invite the best of the dancers, a vigorous 
girl of sixteen called Manya Sklodovska, who, in her velvet 
jacket, puffed sleeves of lawn and long ribbons of every colour 
falhng from her coronet of young wheat, looked like a mountain 
lass in festival raiment. 

Naturally Manya shared her enthusiasm with Kazia: 

I have been to a kulig. You can’t imagine how delightful it is, 
especially when the clothes are beautiful and the boys are well 
dressed. My costume was very pretty. . . . After this first 
kulig there was another, at which I had a marvellous time. 
There were a great many young men from Cracow, very hand¬ 
some boys who danced so well! It is altogether exceptional to 
find such good dancers. At eight o’clock in the morning we 
danced tlie last dance—a white mazurka. 

A climax had to come to this enchanted leisure. 

In July 1884, just after Manya’s return to the apartment in 
Warsaw, a lady came to see M. Sklodovsld. It was the Gomtesse 
de Fleury, a Polish woman married to a Frenchman and 
once a pupil of Mme Sklodovska. Since the professor’s younger 
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daughters had no plans lor (heir holidays, slu^ suggcslc-d, why 
should they not come to spend two inontlis at her hous(^ in the 
country? 

This happened on Sunday [Mauya wrote )o Ka/,ia], and (ui 
Monday evening we were gone, llela and 1: we: had heen 
notified by telegraph that the carriage wotdd nna-l us at tlu^ 
station. We have now been at Kcanpa for several weeks and 1 
ought to give you an aeeount of our existence here 1 ml as I 
haven’t the eourag<', 1 shall only say that i( is marvellous. 
Kempa is at the junction oftlu' Na.rev and Hiebr/.a rivi'rs 
which is to say that there is plenty of water I’or swimming and 
boating, which delights me. 1 am learning to row I am getting 
on quite well—and the bathing is ideal. We do ewrything that 
comes into our heads, we sleep .sometimes at night and some¬ 
times by day, we dance, and we run to such fillies that 
sometimes we deserve to be locked up in an asylum fir tin; 
insane. . . . 

Manya hardly exaggerated. A bri'C/ce of innocent madness 
stirred all summer long over that Ixsiuliful lumse set between 
the curves of two smooth, shining rivers. From llie window <if 
their room the little Sklodovskis coidd see greenery and water 
without limit, and the gentle hanks, hordert'd with poplar and 
willow, over which the swolleti current so often rosc^ to fill the 
fields with an immeu.se sheet of water when^ the sun was 
reflected. 

Hela and Manya had quickly taken eommand of the troop <if 
boys and girls who lived at Kemjju. The masters of the lumse 
had adopted a most original attitude: wlum they w<‘re, together 
they sermonised, censured and preteiuhal to lx: acting with 
vigour against the excessive spirits of the young; but .separately 
husband and wife had both become the secret aeeomplie«‘s of 
the guilty ones, to whom they contributed active eo-op(‘ration 
' and complete indulgence, 

^ What were they to do to-day, for imtaitce? Go riding? Walk 
in the woods, gather mushrooms or whortleberiies? Too tame 
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by far! Manya asked Jan Moninszko, Mme de Fleury’s brother, 
to go on an errand to the neighbouring town. In his absence, 
helped by the others, she would succeed in hanging everything 
the young man’s room contained from the big rafters in the 
cfeiling: the bed, the table, the chairs, his luggage, his clothes and 
all. Then poor Moniuszko would have to struggle, on his 
return, against his aerial furniture in the dark. . . . And what 
sort of wonderful tea was this, prepared for guests of distinction? 
A tea party from which the “children” were excluded? In¬ 
tolerable! Seizing the moment when the visitors were exploring 
•the garden, the “children” devoured the pastries and good 
things, carried off what they could not stuff into themselves, 
placed before the devastated table a hastily constructed straw 
man representing the Count de Fleury when he had eaten well, 
and took flight. . . . 

Where were the delinquents to be found, that day or any 
other day during the summer? Every time they committed a 
crime they vanished like phantoms. When they were supposed 
to be in their rooms they were stretched out on the grass in the 
depths of the park; when they were supposed to be out walking 
they were in the cellar, emptying a basket of big gooseberries 
stolen from the kitchen; and if there seemed to be an unusual 
amount of order at five in the morning, it was because the house 
was deserted; Manya, Hela and their followers had chosen 
sunrise as the time to bathe in the river. There was only one 
means of collecting them together, and that was to announce a 
celebration, charades or a dance. The Gomtesse de Fleury 
employed this means as often as possible: in eight weeks she 
organised three balls, two garden parties, excursions and 
boating trips. 

Her husband and she found their recompense for such liberal 
hospitality. They had the adoration of the wild young creatures, 
their comradeship and confidence, and the spectacle of their 
marvellous^ joy—a joy which, in its wildest extravagance, 
remained singularly pure. 

They also experienced the surprises prepared for them by the 
young people: for the fourteenth anniversary of their marriage, 
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two clclcgat<s presc.ntcd t!u*m with :m c'normcms decorative 
crown of vegetables weigliiiig forty pounds and invited them 
to sit under a cleverly draped canopy. In solemn sihaic.e the 
youngest of the girls gravely na-ited a pocan w'lilU'u for the 
occasion. 

The i)ocm wiis Manya’s work. She cu)nipused it striding up 
and down her room, in the fire of inspiration. It ended as 
follows: 

For St. Louis' Day 
IVe expect a picnic, 
smw boys for us. 

One boy for each of us. 

So lhat,foUou>in‘iyour example. 

We may climb as soon as possible ■ 

As .soon as possible ■ 

Up the .steps of the altar. 

The prayer w:is not unaaswered. The Fleury.s immediately 
announced a grand hall. The mistress (tfthe lionse gave her 
orders for ctikcs, candle.s aiul garlands ol' dowers, and Manya 
and Hcla worked upon their dresses for the night ol'niglit.s. 

It was not easy for the poor girls to he excpiisite: they had 
only two dresses a year, one for dancing and one li»r ordinary 
wear, made for them hy a little ilaily dressmakei-. The two 
sisters reckoned up their combined fortunes and made their 
decisions. Even though the tulle which covered M!auya’.s dress 
was frayed, the foundation of blue satin was still in good 
condition. Tliey must go into the town and buy the, cheapest 
blue tarlatan they could find, to take the place of the, defaulting 
tulle; it had to be draped on that inde.stnietil)le foundation. 
And then, what with a ribbon here and a knot there, and some 
new shoes of russet leather, there was nothing left to do hut pick 
flowers from the garden for their waists and roses for their hair. 

On St. Louis’ night, while the musicians were tuning their 
instruments and Hcla, astonishingly beautiful, was already 
fluttering about the festive house, Manya took one last look at 
herself in the glass. All was well—the stiff, .smart tarlatan, the 
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fresh flowers near her face, and those fine new shoes; those shoes 
which she was to throw in a corner at dawn because she had 
danced too much and their soles had ceased to exist. . . . 

•Many years later my mother sometimes evoked those happy 
days for me. I looked at her tired face, worn out by nearly half 
a century of care and immense toil. And I thanked the destiny 
which, before it dictated this woman’s austere and inexorable 
summons, had allowed her to follow by sleigh aittir the wildest 
kuligs, and to use up her shoes of russet leather in one night of 
dancing. 



CHAPTER IV 


Vocation 


I HAVE attempted to show Mauyu Sklodovska., ehild and 
adolescent, in her studies and at play. She was heallhy, 
honest, sensitive and gay. Slu; had a loving h<‘arl. She wa,s, 
as her teachers said, “remarkably gifted”; she was a lirilliant 
student. But on the whole no startling eharaeteristie, <lis- 
tinguished her from the children who gi'ew op with her; 
nothing had yet indicated her g<mius. 

Here is another portrait: that of the young fprl. It is a graver 
one. Some beloved figures had vanished IVom Manya’s lil'e, to 
be kept alive only by her tender memory for years to come. 1 ler 
friendships, too, were changing little by little; the boarding 
school, the high school had ceased to (‘xist as had the bonds of 
comradeship, so strong in appearance, which fell away with tlu^ 
daily familiarity that had maintaiiu'd tlnan. Maiiya’s destiny 
was to define itself between two persons whom site valued and 
admired, two beings full of kindness, understtuidiu!;' :uul 
honour, who happened to be her nearest ndations her father 
and her elder sister. 

Now I should like to show Mtmya, betwciai these twei friends, 
building the future in her sturdy head. But whereas most 
humans do their wishing on a scale altogiahm-disproportionate, 
how very humble—even iu its apparent andaeity wns the. 
dream of the girl who was to become Marie Curied 
In September, still giddy from a whole year’s roaming, Mtinya 
took the road to Warsaw again, to the family’s new lotlging near 
the Gymnasium where she had lived in her childhood. 

48 
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The desertion of Lcszno Street for Novolipki was justtfietl by 
a notable change in the living conditions of the Sklo<loyskis. As 
age drew on, the i)rofcssor, witlioal giving up Ins ^(^•lc,lung at Un- 
high school, decided to take no more, board puiuLs. Manya and 
her family were installed in a smaller apartment now, more, 
intimate and also poorer. The surroundings and the company 
were made for reflection and work. _ 

Those who met M. Sklodovski for tin; (irst time lonnd huu 
severe in manner. Thirty years of teaching in sec.onclary .schools 
had given the phnu]) little man a certain soh'iuiiity, and a 
'thousand details of his appearance nw*:aled perfect gov<nii- 
ment ofl&cial: his dark clothes, always most carefully bruslu'd, his 
precise gestures and his sententious spc(u:h. I'>c:ry action ol lus 
life was performed with method. II lu: compost'd a kttcr its 
sentences were logical and its handwriting ordtuiy. It lu' look 
the children on an excursion during tlu'. lioHdays nothing was 
left to chance. An itinerary worked ont in advance UtI ihem 
punctually to the places most deserving ol th<‘ir attention, and, 
as they walked, the ])r<)l('ssor t'ommtmUHl (docpuuitly upon ih< 
charm of a landscape or llu" historit' inttuT'st ol a monunient- 

Manya never even tmticed these small ptT'.uItarilies of tlu' 
pedagogue. She loved her father KuuUu'ly: he was lier prot<H’t<u% 
her master. And she was not far from helitwing that he pos-^ 
sessed universal knowledge. 

It was true that M. Sklodovski knew twerything, or m^arly 
everything. In what country of Europe nowadays ccnild out! 
find an obscure schoolmaster with such erudition? I he i>oor 
man, father of a family, halaueing his hndg(;t with tin: grc^atcst 
diflficulty, had found leisure to dcwclop his seieniific knowledges 
by going through publications which he ])ro(uire(l by cousid<u‘« 
able effort It seemed to him ((uite natural to ktiep up with the 
progress of chemistry and physics, just as it was natural to know 
Greek and Latin and to speak English, French and German (as 
well as, of course, Polish and Russian); to translate the finest 
works of foreign authors into his native languag(t in prose or 
verse; and, in his idle moments, to comi^ose pfugry whi(‘h lie 
carefully transcribed into his studcntks notebook with the black 
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and green cover: “To my friends,” “T(»;ut for a marriage,” “To 
my former pupils.” ... 

Every Saturday for years past M,. .Sklodovski, his sou and his 
three daughters had ])assed the vvliole evaming logetlier in the 
pursuit of literatures They ehalUa'ed around the st('anung t<‘;i 
in an otherwise silent house. The old man recited poetry or read 
aloud, and his childiam listened to him with r.iptui-e: tiie |iro- 
fessor with his receding hair, his thick, placid face lengtheiu^l hy 
a neat little grey beard, had a remarkahle talent for speech. 
Saturday after Saturday the mastei-pieees ol' (he past were 
brought to Manya in this way hy a familiar voice. In the old 
days tliat voice had told fairy tales, I'ead stoih's ol ti'avel, or 
initiated her into David (lopperfidd, which M. Sklodovski 
translated into Polish without a hitch .as he read from (he 
English text. Now, in. the same voiesg a little^ broken by 
innumerable hours oftcaching in the high school, he interpnittal 
for the four attentive young people, tin: (inest writings of those 
romantic authors who were the poets of servitude and re.volt in 
Poland: Slovacki, Krasinski, Mickiewiez. Turning the pages of 
worn volumes, some of which- -foi'bidden by the Tsar ha<l 
been printed secretly, the rcuider scanned tin; heroic, outbursts of 
Messer Thaddeus or the mourni'ul vers(;.s Kordyan. 

Manya was never to forget those evenings. Thanks to her 
father she lived in an intellectual atmosidicre of rare quality 
known to few girls of her age. .She was attached by powerful 
bonds to the man who made such touching elforts to rend<-r her 
life interesting and attractive. Iu her .anxit )ns alfect i<m site c< >uld 
guess the inner torments beneath M. SklcKlov.ski*s tipparcnt 
serenity: the sadness of a widow<^r who had ue.v<n’ consoled 
himself, the gloom of a harassed official condemned to sub¬ 
ordinate kinds of work, and the remorse of a scrupulous 
creature who could never forgive himself for tlnit risky specu¬ 
lation which had swallowed up his modest fortune. 

Sometimes, when his self-control failed, the poor man allowetl 
a complaint to escape him. 

“How could I have lost that money? I, who wtuited to give 
you all the most brilliant educations, to send you abroad and let 
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you travel! I have ruined it all. I have no money and I can’t 
help you. Before long I shall be on your hands myself. What is 
to become of you?” 

The professor would sigh widi anguish and turn toward his 
children, unconsciously asking them for those happy protests 
and assertions by wluch they were wont to comfort him. They 
were all grouped beneath the high oil lamp in the little study 
enlivened by affectionately tended green plants. Four stubborn 
heads, four courageous smiles, looked back at him, and in ail 
those shining eyes, which ranged from periwinkle-blue to ashen- 
grey, could be seen the same ardour and the same hope: 

“We are young. We are strong. We will succeed.” 

M. Sklodovski’s terrors are easy to understand. That year, 
upon which their whole future depended, the situation of the 
young people was far from brilliant. 

The problem was simple: the head of the family was barely 
able to pay for rent, food and a servant on his slender salary, 
which was soon to be succeeded by an even slenderer pension. 
Joseph, Bronya, Hela and Manya would have to earn their 
living. 

The first idea that came to these children of two teachers was 
naturally that of giving lessons. “Medical student will do private 
tutoring.?’ Or (another advertisement): “Lessons in arith¬ 
metic, geometry, French, by young lady with diploma. _ 
Moderate fees.” The Sklodovskis entered the ranks of the 
hundreds of young intellectuals who were looking for work in 
Warsaw. 

It was an ungrateful job. Before she was seventeen Manya 
had learned to know the fatigues and humiliations that attended 
it: the long walks across town, in rain and cold; the refractory 
or lazy pupils; the parents who made one wait for ever in 
draughty halls (“Tell Mile Sklodovska to wait; my daughter 
win be there in a quarter of an hour!”), or who, out of sheer 
giddiness, forgot to pay the few roubles they owed one at the 
end of the month—those roubles so aradously expected, that 
one had counted on having that very morning! 
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The winter advanced. In Novolipki S(r('('t HIP was dull and 
each day resembled the oiu; bell m\ 

Nothing new at home [IVtanya wrote]. TIk': plants are 
healthy, the azaleas are in Ilowcr, lsuie,<-|, sl<*<'ps on tlu' < a,rpet. 
Gucia, the scaiu.stre.ss, is mnkiug over my dress, which I have 
dyed; it will he suitable and very pretty, llronya’s dress is 
finished and looks very nice. .1 hav<' written to nobody; I h.ave 
so little time, and even less money. A pt‘r.son who knew of ns 
through friends came to iiupiire about l<-.ssons; llronya told her 
a half-rouble an hour, and the visitor ran away as if the house 
had caught fire. . . . 

It might be supposed that Many.a was at this time a young 
lady without a dowry, actives and sensible', whos<^ only interest 
was in building up her li.st of pupils. TIk! supposition wenild he 
untrue. She had bravely aee,ept<^d tlu^ toilsome <»r />iving 
privatelcs.sons, by neee.ssity; butslu' h.ul another life, passiimate 
and secret. Like every Pole ol luu' plaei' anti time she w.as 
exalted by dreams. 

There wtis one dream common to all the youths: the dream of 
nationhood. In their prttjeets for the (ut.urt', the desire Itt st'rvt' 
Poland took precedence of pensonal ambition, oi'marri.ige and 
of love. One would dream of violent strugj>le and 'woidd 
organise conspiiai-itts at the risk ol his lile; autulu'r wt udtI tlrt'am 
of action by means of controversy; .still another would take 
refuge in mystic dreaming--for the Catholic relitpon was also .'i 
resource, afoicc ol resistance against the Orthixlojc oppressor. 

The mystic dream no longer dwelt in Mauyti. l$y tnidition tmd 
convention she remained a practising Christian, hut her faith 
had been shaken by Mmc Sklodovski’s dejith; little by little it 
had now evaporated. She had felt the dominion of her pious 
mother profoundly, but for six or seven yitars slit! had beeti 
living under the influence of her father, a lukewarm (!atholi<-. a 
tree thii^er without acknowledging it. From the dcvouinc.ss 
ot her childhood there remained only vagina as|)iiation.s, the 
unconscious wish to adore something very Iiigh and very gr«*tit. 



VOCATION 


53 

And even though she had among her friends some re¬ 
volutionary patriots, to whom she lent her passport in time of 
danger, Manya did not indulge the alternative dream of taking 
part in assassinations, throwing bombs at the Tsar’s carriage or 
at'the governor of Warsaw. There was a powerful movement 
just starting, among the intelligentsia to which the young girl 
belonged, to discard and forget all vain chimeras—sterile 
regrets and disordered impulses toward independence. Forthem 
only one thing counted: to work, to build up a magnificent in¬ 
tellectual capital for Poland, and to deyelop the education of the 
poor, whom the authorities deliberately maintained in darkness. 

The philosophical doctrines of the period gave this national 
progressionism a special direction. For some years past the 
positivism of Comte and Spencer had instigated new ways of 
thinking in Europe. At the same time the work of Pasteur, 
Darwin and Claude Bernard had endowed the exact sciences 
with immense prestige. At Warsaw as elsewhere—even more 
than elsewhere—intellectual fashion grew away from the 
romantic spirit; it disdained the world of art and sensibility for a 
while; and the young people, inclined by their age to down¬ 
right judgments, suddenly placed chemistry and biology above 
literature and deserted the writer’s cult for that of the scientist. 

In free countries this current of ideas was allowed to develop 
publicly; but such was not the case in Poland, where every 
manifestation of independence of mind was regarded with 
suspicion. The new theories made their way and spread by 
underground routes. 

It was soon after her return to Warsaw that Manya Sklodovska 
allied herself with some ardent positivists. A woman, Mile 
Piasecka, assumed great influence over her. She was a high- 
school teacher of twenty-six or twenty-seven, thin and fair, of 
an appealing ugliness: she was in love with a student named 
Norblin, lately expelled from the university for his political 
activity, and she was passionately interested in the modern 
doctrines. 

At first timid and untrusting, before long Manya was con¬ 
quered by her friend’s bold ideas. Along with her sister Bronya 
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and the latter’s good friend Marya Rakovsku, she was admittcxl 
to sessions of the “Floating University”; whieh is to say, to 
lessons in anatomy, natural history and sociology, giv<'n hy 
benevolent teachers to young |)eoi)l<: who wished to extend (heir 
culture. The sittings took plac.e in stx’i'et, a.t Mile Piaseeka’s 
house or in some other private dwelling. TlKMlis( ij)les gathered 
to the number of eight or ten at a time and took not<-s: they 
passed pamphlets and articles from oiu- to the other; at the 
slightest noise they tremhhsl, for if they had been <li.sc;overed hy 
thepoliccit would have meant pri.sou for all of them. 

I have a lively memory of that sympatluiie. atmo.sphert' of 
social and intellectual oomnuleship ['Marie- (Itiric w.is to writti 
forty years later]. The means of ae.tion w<n'(- pour and du; 
results obtaiued could not be very eonsith-ralih-; and yet 1 
persist iu believing that tlu; ideas th.-it (hen !’,ui<led ns are (he. 
only ones which can lead to true social pro!;r(ss. We eannol 
hope to build a belter world without iiuprovinp, tin- indivi<lual. 
Toward this cud, each of us must work toward hi:: own highe.st 
development, accepting at the same time hi.s .nh.uf- of re¬ 
sponsibility in the general life of humanity our parli( ular duty 
being to help those to whom wc I'eel we can la* mo,':t useful. 

The aim of the Floating Univensity was not oidy to carry on 
the instruction of young people ju.st out (T the secondary 
schools. In their turn the stndent.s were to liccome eilneators. 
Stimulated by Mile Piaseeka, Manya w!W to give Ic-ssons u> 
women of the poor. She began hy reading aknul to the: em¬ 
ployees of a dressmaking e.stahli.shment ami got toi'.ether a little 
libra^ of books in I’olish, volume hy volume, for the use of (he 
working women. 

How is one to imagine the fervour of (hi.s girl of sevent<-en? 
Her childhood had been pitssed before my,sterious divinith's, the 
physics apparatus in her father’s study; even before the stuenee-s 
had been made “fasliionablc” M. Sklodov.ski Inul (ran.smitted his 
passionate curiosity to her. But that world wtui not enough for 
impetuous Manya; she plunged eagerly into other sceUotu) of 
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the world’s knowledge; she grasped at Auguste Comte and 
social evolution; she dreamed iro longer of mathematics or 
chemistry alone, but wished to reform the established order and 
enlighten the masses of the people. . . . With her advanced 
ideas and her generous soul she was, in the pure sense of the 
word, a Socialist; but at the same time she did not join the 
group of Socialist students which existed in Poland. Pier liberty 
of Judgment made her fear the party spirit, and her love of 
country kept her out of Marxian internationalism. Before every¬ 
thing and above everything she wanted to serve her country. 

• She did not yet know that the time would come when she 
must choose between these dreams. She had confounded, in the 
same exaltation, her patriotic feeling, her humanitarian ideas 
and her intellectual aspirations. 

By some miracle she remained charming in the midst of such 
doctrines and such excitements. The strict, high-minded 
education she had received, the example of the modest creatures 
who had watched over her youth, protected her from cxccs.s. 
There was a cool and moderate dignity in her nature, an innate 
gravity that accompanied her enthusiasm—-not to say her 
passion. We shall never see her affect any snobbishness of revolt 
or bad manners. She will never even have the wish to light an 
innocent cigarette. 

When her tutoring in the town and her clandestine courses in 
anatomy left her some respite she locked herself in her room. 
But the day of the “harmless and absurd little novels” had 
passed. Now she was devouring Dostoevsky and Goncharov 
and Boleslav Prus’ The Emancipated, in which she found the por¬ 
trait of her kind, of all the little Polish girls who had gone mad 
for culture. Her notebook reflects the inner life of an over- 
eager young being, bewildered by the diversity of her gifts: for 
ten pages we find pencil drawings which painstakingly illus¬ 
trate La Fontaine’s Fables; then German and Polish poetry, a 
fragment of Max Nordau on “The Conventional Lie”; Krasin- 
ski, Slovacki, Heine. Three pages from Renan’s Life of Jem; 
‘ ‘Nobody ever made the interest of Humanity predominate in his 
life over worldly vanity as He did . . Russian philosophical 
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essays; a passage froiti T^ouis Blanc, a pag<'; ul'Bnuulcs, and again 
drawings, flowers, animals; then 1 leinc agniin; and Mnsset, Sidly 
Prudhomme and Francois Coi)pi;c, translated By Mianya into 
Polish verse. 

For—what contradictions! iIh; “emancipated girl’’ who in •, 
her disdain for frivolity had just cut her fair hair almost to the 
roots, sighed in secret and copied vers<^s at gr<‘at length, 
charming and more than a little dim; 

If I told yon, dark one with him; cy<’s, that I love you, 

Who knows what you wovdil say? 

Mauya toi>k gootl care, one innupm-s, tt) keep hci' sli-rn com¬ 
rades from knowing that .sin; appr(u;iate<l elf/icK >Suz»n or I'he 
Broken Vase. She barely admilUxl it to hcrs<-ll'. Scva-icly thvsscd, 
her face made strangely (diildi.sh by the; sboi t .mi ls which, in¬ 
stead of accentuating her personality, had tr;uislormed h(;r into 
a little girl, she hurried from meeting to m<*eling, .she argued 
and glowed. If she rcciU'd poetry in front of h.’r IriemLs .she 
chose the exhortations of Asuyk, who was not a gi .'ut artist but 
had written works inspired by such sympathetic (ire. that they 
became the Credo of the group: 

Look for the clear light of IhUh; 

Look for unknown new roads ... 

Even when man’s sight is keener far than noi(\ 

Divine wonder will never fail him . . . 

Every age has its own dreams, 

Leave, then, the dreams of yesterday; 

Tou—take the torch of knowledge. 

Perform a new work among Ihe labours of the centuries 
And build the palace of the future. . . . 

Even when she presented Marya Rakov.ska with her photo¬ 
graph, standing beside Bronya in an aircctionate attltmle, she 
did not fail to make the gift a sort of profession of faith by 
writing across die picture this dermite statement: 
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“To an ideal positivist—^from two positive idealists.” 

Our two “positive idealists” passed many hours together at¬ 
tempting to draw up a plan of their future lives. Unfortunately, 
neither Asnyk nor Brandes could point out a means of obtaining 
higher education for them in a city where the university was 
closed to women; nor could those authors supply a magic for¬ 
mula for getting rich quicldy on lessons at half a rouble an hour. 

And Manya’s generous heart grieved. There was the instinct 
of a Newfoundland dog in the child, youngest of her family; she 
felt responsible for her father’s future, for the future of her elders. 
Joseph and Hela, luckily, gave her no cause for worry; the 
young man was going to be a doctor, and the lovely, stormy 
Hela, hesitating between a teacher’s profession and a career as 
a singer, sang at the top of her voice and acquired diplomas 
and refused offers of marriage all at the same time. 

But Bronya! How could Bronya be helped? Ever since she 
had left school four years ago all the cares of the household had 
fallen upon her. By dint of buying food, inventing menus and 
presiding at the preparation of preserves, she had become a 
remarkable housekeeper—and she was in despair at being only 
that. Manya understood the torments of her elder sister, whose 
great secret wish was to go to Paris and study medicine, then to 
return to Poland and practise in the country. The poor girl 
had saved a little money, but it cost so much to go abroad! 
How many months or years would she have to wait? 

Manya was so made that her sister’s visible anxiety and dis¬ 
couragement became her constant preoccupation, in which her 
own ambition was forgotten. She forgot that she, too, fascinated 
by tlie pronodsed land, had often dreamed of traversing the 
thousand of miles that separated her from the Sorbonne, there 
to quench the thirst for knowledge that was her essential charac¬ 
teristic, and of bringing back the precious learning to her work 
as an educator in Warsaw, among her beloved Poles. 

If she took Bronya’s career so to heart, it was because finer 
bonds than those of blood attached her to the girl whose ex¬ 
quisite affection had given her maternal support since the death 
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of Mmc Sklodovska. Ju a very uniUxl laiuily (h(\se two had 
chosen to prefer each other. Their oatiin's w<;r(^ sini^ulai ly eom- 
plemcntary; the elder, by her oxi)(n-i(!uce and Inn' praet ieal .stnise 
overawed Manya, who sulnnitted to lu'r all tlu^ litde problems 
of daily life; the younger, at onec^ more fiery and more; tiniid, 
was for Bronya a marvellous young eompanion in whom love 
was enriched by a feeling of gratitude, by tin; vagtn^ notion of 
an indebtedness. 

One day when Bronya was .seribhliiuf away at a |)ieec of 
paper, counting how nnie.h niom-y she had or rather liow 
much she laeked--Manya nuuh; a dinu.t attack. 

“I have rcfleetcd alotjust lately. 1 have also talked to Ihither. 
And I think I’ve found out a way.” 

“A way-^?” 

Manya came nearer to her sister; wluit slu^ had to say and g<‘,t 
accepted was delicate; she would have; t(» w<-igh her words with 
prudence. 

“Let’s sec. With what you have saved, how many month.s 
could you live in Paris?” 

“I have enough to pay my journey and one year’s <!.xi)enses 
at the Faculty,” Bronya amwered (ptiekly. “But the nualitail 
course lasts five years, you know very well.” 

“Yes. But you undenstand, Bronya, that with h-.ssons at half 
a rouble a time wc shall never be able to do it.” 

“Well?” 

Well, we could make an allianet;. If w<; kta*p oti struggling 
separately, each on her own account, neither of its can tiver get 
away. Whereas on my .system you can take the. train in the 
autumn—in a few months.” 

“Manya, you are mad!” 

_ No. To start with, you will spend your own money. After 
that ril arrange to send you some; Father too. And at the same 
time I’ll be piling up money for my own future studies. When 
you are a doctor it will be my turn to go. And then you will 
help me,” 

Bronya’s eyes filled with tears. She felt the grcatne.ss of the 
offer; but one point remained obscure in Manya’s programme. 
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“I don’t understand. You don’t hope to make enough money 
for your own support and part of mine and then still more to 
save, do you?” 

“Exactly that,” said Manya casually. “That’s where my 
system comes in. I am going to get a j ob as governess in a family. 
With board, lodging and laundry all free, I shall have four 
hundred roubles a year in wages, perhaps more. You see how 
that will settle everything.” 

“Manya. . . . little Manyusya. . . .” 

It was not the choice of position that moved Bronya: like a 
good idealist she shared her sister’s scorn for social prejudices. 
No; it was the idea that Manya could condemn herself for years 
to cruel waiting in an unattractive profession so that she, 
Bronya, could begin her studies immediately. She resisted. 

“Why should I be the first to go? Why not the other way 
round? You are so gifted—^probably more gifted than I am. 
You would succeed very quickly. Why should I go?” 

“Oh, Bronya, don’t be stupid! Because you are twenty and 
I’m seventeen. Because you’ve been waiting for hundreds of 
years and I’ve got lots of time. That’s what Father thinks too; 
it is only natural that the elder should go first. When you have 
your practice you can bury me in gold—^in fact, I count on it. 
We’re doing something intelligent at last, something that will 
work. ...” 

One morning in September, 1885, a silent young girl was 
awaiting her turn in the reception room of an employment 
agency. She had put on the severer of her two dresses. Her 
fair curls, which she had sillowed to grow again for several 
months, were pinned in place more or less firmly under her 
black hat. A governess—even a positivist!—ought not to wear 
her hair short; a governess had to be correct, commonplace, and 
look like everybody else. ... 

The door opened. A thin woman with a discouraged face 
passed tlrrough the vestibule and gave Manya a farewell gesture 
as she went out. A colleague. They had fallen into talk a while 
ago, seated side by side on the cane-bottomed chairs which 
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forincd the only furniture in the [)l;u-e, ;uul (hey had wished 
each other good luck. 

Mauya got up. She felt timid sutUhmly. 1 ler hand tightened 
incchanictdly over a thin bundle ol'pap('rs and letters. In the 
next room a fat lady was seated behind a tiny desk. 

“Wliatis your busiue.ss, luachanoiselh'?” 

“I Jirn looking for a j>lae.e as govca’uess.” 

“You have rcCcreuees?” 

“Yes. I have already giv<;u lassons. 1 Icre ani some re<*oinmen- 
dations from the parents of my pupils. I hu e is my diploma.” 

The directress of the agtmcy examined Manya’s doemnents 
with a profcitsioual eye. Her attention was e.aught; she raised 
her head and consideretl the girl with a litth^ moic inten-si. 

“You have a perfect command ol'Herman, Ru.ssian, Erench 
Polish and English?” ’ 

“Yes, madame. English not so well ;ls the others. . . . lint 1 
can teach the material required on the oflicial school li.sts. 1 left 
my high school with the gold medal." 

“All! And how much money <lo you rerjuin-?" 

“Four hundred roubles a ytair, and my living." 

“Four hundred,” the lady re|)eated without <'xpre.ssion. 
“Who are your parents?” 

“My father is a teacher in th<; .secondary schools." 

Very well. I shall make the usual iuquiritis. I may have 
something for you. But how old are you, by tlu': w;iy?” 

‘ Seventeen,” said Manya; then she blushed tmtl adthal very 
quickly, with an encouraging smile: “But 1 shall be eighttsen 
soon.” ^ 

the applicant’s form in ati impeccable 

“English” script: 

Marya Sklodovska, good references^ capable^ wants plewe as governess, 
Salarj: four hundred roubles a year. 

She returned Manya’s papers. 

Thank you, mademoiselle. I shall write to you if anything 
turns up.” / e 


CHAPTER V 


Governess 


“1~'V EAR Henrietta,” Manya wrote to her cousin Michal- 

I lovska on December loth, 1885, “since we separated 
^ my existence has been that of a prisoner. As you know, 

I found a place with the B-’s, a family of lawyers. I shouldn’t 

like my worst enemy to live in such a hell. In the end, my 

relations with Mme B-had become so icy that I could not 

endure it any longer and told her so. Since she was exactly as 
enthusiastic about me as I was about her, we understood each 
other marvellously well. 

“It was one of those rich houses where they speak French 
when there is company—a chimney-sweeper’s kind of French— 
where they don’t pay their bills for six months, and where they 
fling money out of the window even though they economise 
pettily on oil for the lamps. They have five servants. They pose 
as liberals and, in reality, they are sunk in the darkest stupidity. 
And last of all, sdthough they speak in the most sugary tones, 
slander and scandal rage through their talk—slander which 
leaves not a rag on anybody. ... I learned to know the 
human race a little better by being there. I learned that the 
characters described in novels reaUy do exist, and that one must 
not enter into contact with people who have been demoralised 
by wealth.” 

The picture is without indulgence. Coming from a creature 
so devoid of malice, it suggests how naive and full of illusions 
was Manya. In placing herself with a well-to-do Polish family 
chosen by hazard she had had the hope of finding pleasant 
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children and undcu'standing pan'uls. Site was rc^udy to attach 
herself and to Iov(\ Ihn' disappoint iiwnit was sev(‘r<!. 

The letters the young govenn-ss was to write, make us feel 
indircxlly, tin; distinct ion of the ('nvironuu'iit slie had been 
obliged to leav<'. In luu' circle of inl<'llectnals Manya had met 
people of small ability, but .she had scarcely ever seam any oflow 
or c.alctdatingsi>irit, any without honour. Slu’ had, never heard 
an ugly or vulgar word at home. Family (piarn-Is or spiU'ful 
chatter would have inspired horror in the Sklodovski hou.sehold. 
Every time tlie girl met witli stupidity, petline.ss or vulgarity, 
we can perceive her astonishuumt and revolt. 

Strange paradox: the high quality of Manya’.s youthfid com¬ 
panions and their livc:ly intelligence may be taken as explaining 
the secret of a hauntin;? enigma. 1 low was it that nobody dis¬ 
covered the extraordinary voea,tion, the g<-nius, of this yonn;>- 
girl? Wliy had .she not bexm s('nt to .study iti Paris, instead of 
being allowed to .seek emphtyineiU. as a governess? 

Living among exceptional beings, witli three young people 
who carried oirdiplonnis and merlals, who were brilliant, am¬ 
bitious and ardent I'or work like iKUself, the future Marie Curie 
did not seem remarkahle. In an intellectiially narrow eire.Ie, 
surprising gifts are soon shown; they provoke* astonishment and 
comment; but here, under the sann^ nxh,.Joseph, lironya, I lela 
and Manya were all growing np, rivalling one amuln*)- in apti¬ 
tude for knowledge. I'lms it came about that nobody meither 
the old nor the young- ree.ognistxl in one ol tlu^se cbildn'ti the 
signs ol a great mind; nobody was tonelnal by its lirst railiations. 
There was no suspicion tlnit Msmya might be of a diderent 
essence from her brother and sisters, and she, hsid no idea of it 
herself. 

When she compared herself to her relatives her modesty 
approached humility. But in the muldhx hiss families to which 
her new profession introduced her there was no di.sgmiMing Inu* 
superiority. This was evident even to Mtiuya’s own eyes, and 
she became aware of it with some pleasure. The girl eountetl 
the privileges of birth and wcaltli as uoilutig'; cnivy w<is iiev<a* to 
touch her; but she was proud of her origin tuid of the training 
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she had received. Through the judgments which we shall see 
her pass upon her employers there pierces the point of scorn 
and of an innocent pride. 

Philosophical instruction on the human race, or upon “people 
demoralised by wealth,” was not the only sort Manya received 
from her first experience. She learned that the plan, once 
explained to Bronya needed serious revision. 

Manya had hoped, by taking a place in Warsaw, to earn 
respectable sums of money without condemning herself to 
painful exile. To remain in the city was a mitigation of the 
sentence: it meant staying near home and being able to go every 
day and talk for a bit with her father. It meant keeping up 
contact with her friends of the Floating University and being 
able—^perhaps—to attend a few evening courses. 

But those who have the taste for sacrifice within them cannot 
stop at half-immolations. The lot the young girl had chosen was 
still not arid enough: she could not earn enough money, and 
above all she spent too much. Her salary, frittered away in little 
daily purchases, left her with insignificant savings at the end of 
the month. She had yet to prepare herself to subsidise Bronya, 
who had gone to Paris with Marya Rakovska and was living in 
poverty in the Latin Quarter. And then, too, M. Sklodovski’s 
retirement was drawing near. Soon the old man would need 
help. What was she to do? 

Manya did not hesitate for long. She had heard of a good 
post as governess in the country two or three weeks ago. No 
sooner said than done. She would accept the distant province, 
the leap into the unknown. It would be years of separation from 
those she loved, total isolation. What did that matter? The 
salary was good, and in that forgotten village the expenses were 
reduced practically to nothing. 

“And I love the open air so much!” Manya told herself. 
“Why didn’t I think of it sooner?” 

She informed her cousin of her decision: 

I shall not be free long, for I have decided, after some hesi¬ 
tation, to accept a place in the country to-morrow to begin in 
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January. It is in the Gk)vernment of Flock, and pays five hun¬ 
dred roubles a year dating from the first of January. It is the 
same post that was suggested to me some time ago, which I let 
slip. The family are not satisfied with their govtamess and now 
they are asking for me. It is quite possible, for that matter, that 
I shall please them no better than the other one. 

The first of January, 1886, the day of her (h^partnri; for the 
journey in the dreary cold, was to rianain one; of the; cnieHcst 
dates of Manya’s existence. She had bravidy said good-bye to 
her father. She had repeated her new addre^ss for liiiu: 

Mile Marya Sklodovska, 

In Care of M. and Mme Z., 

Sxc/.uki, 

Near Przasiiysz. 

She had climbed into the railway carriage, h’or our: more 
moment she could sec the stocky outline oftln^ professor, for 
one more moment she smiled. Then suddenly, as slu; sat tlown 
on the bench in the carriage, she felt t.lw^ prc.ssui'e oI‘s<»litud(u 
Alone—she was all alone, for tlic first lim<^ in her lift:. 

The girl of eighteen was abruptly seized by panic. In the 
train which was carrying her heavily toward a si I'ange lit nise and 
family Manya shivered with shyness and terror. Supposing lu;r 
new employers were like the old ones? Suppose M. Sklodovski 
were to fall ill in her absence? Would she ever see him again? 
Had she not done a thoroughly foolish thing? 'rorttiritif!; tpu's- 
tions assailed the girl as she crouched near the windttw of the 
compartment looking out through her tear.s -.slu; dried them 
with her hand, but they always came hack -at vast plains 
hushed beneath the snow in tlic falling day. 

Three hours in the train were followed by four hours in a 
sleigh over very straight roads in the majestic sihmee of winter 
night. M. and Mme Z., estate administnitors, farmtid part of 
the lands of the Princes Gzartoryski, one hundred kilometres 
north of Warsaw. When she arrived at the door of their house 
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on an icy night Manya, broken with fatigue, could barely see, 
as in a dream, the great stature of the master of the household, 
his wife’s dim face, and the intense stares of the children fixed 
upon her with sparkling curiosity. 

•The governess was received with hot tea and friendly words. 
Then, going up to the first floor, Mme Z. showed Manya her 
room and left her there in the company of her poor luggage. 

Manya to her cousin Henrietta, February yrd, 1886: 

I have now been with M. and Mme Z. for one month; so I 
have had time to acclimatise myself in the new post. Up to now 
all has gone well. The Z.s are excellent people. I have made 
friends with their eldest daughter, Bronka, which contributes to 
the pleasantness of my life. As for my pupil, Andzia, who will 
soon be ten, she is an obedient child, but very disorderly and 
spoiled. Still, one can’t require perfection. ... 

In this part of the country nobody works; people think only 
of amusing themselves; and since we in this house keep a little 
apart from the general dance, we are the talk of the countryside. 
One week after my arrival they were already speaking of me 
unfavourably because, as I didn’t know anybody, I refused to go 
to a ball at Karvaez, the gossip centre of the region. I was not 
sorry, for M. and Mme Z. came back from that ball at one 
o’clock the next afternoon. I was glad to have escaped such a 
test of endurance, especially as I am not feeling at all strong 
just now. 

There was a ball here on Twelfth Night. I was treated to the 
sight of a certain number of guests worthy of the caricaturist’s 
pencil, and enjoyed myself hugely. The young people here are 
most uninteresting. Some of the girls are so many geese who 
never open their mouths, the others are highly provocative. It 
appears that there are some others, more intelligent. But up to 
now my Bronka (MUe Z.) seems to me a rare pearl both in her 
good sense and in her understanding of life. 

I have seven hours of work a day: four with Andzia, three 
with Bronka. This is rather a lot, but it doesn’t matter. My 
room is upstairs. It is big, quiet and agreeable. There is a 
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whole collection of children in the Z, family: three sons in 
Warsaw (one at the university, two in boarding schools). In 
the house there arc Bronka (cightctni years old), Aiulzia (ten), 
Stas who is three, and Marysluia, a little girl ofsix monllis. Stas 
is very funny. His nyanya told him Cod was everywhere. And 
he, with his little face agonised, asked: ‘Ms H(^ going to catch 
me? Will He bite me?” He amuses us all enormously. 

Manya interrupted her letter, put luu- p<u> down on the 
writing-desk she had installed near the long window, and 
braving the cold in her woolhui dress, went out on the balcony; 
The view olfcred her there still had the gift ofmakiug her laugh. 
Wasn’t it comic to set out for an isolated country house, 
imagining rural landscapes in advane<^, with prairies and 
forests, and then, on opening the casement ol" lu^r room liir the 
first time, to perceive a tall, aggressive factory c.himttey which, 
shutting olF and dirtying the sky, spat opaepte plumes of black 
smoke? 

There was not a field or a c.opi)iee for miles aroutul; nothing 
but sugar beet arid again sugar b(H:t, (illing tlu' great motu gonous 
plain. In the autumn these pale earthy b<-<-troots, pih'd up in 
buUock carts, slowly converged on the factory to be made into 
sugar. The peasants .sowed, hoed ;md n'aped for the factory. 
The huts of the little village of Krttsiniec were cr(twded near 
these dreary red brick buildings. And the river it.s<dl' was the 
slave of the factory, entering limpid and departing soiled, its 
surface charged with a dark, sticky scum. 

Monsieur Z., an agriculturist of repute, fiimiliar with ttew 
techniques, controllctl the farming of two hundred acr('s of be<‘t- 
root. He was a wealthy man: he owned a great p:irt of the shares 
in the sugar factory. And in his house, a.s in the others, the 
factory was the object of preoccupation. 

There was nothing on the grand scale about thi,s. 'rhe fact* »ry, 
however absorbing it seemed, was only an enterprise of aversige 
importance like dozens of others in the provinces. The Hzeztiki 
estate was small: two hundred acres, in thsit c.ountiy «>f vtist 
estates, arc nothing. The Z.s were well off l)ut not rich. And 
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although their house was more attractive than the neighbouring 
farms, it would be impossible, with the best will in the world, to 
call it a chateau. It was a rather old-fashioned villa, one of 
those great low buildings with sloped roofs overhanging walls 
of-dull stucco, pergolas covered with Virginia creeper and 
verandas all glassed in and full of draughts. 

One concession only was made to beauty: the pleasure 
garden, which became very pretty in summer with its lawn, its 
shrubbery and its croquet ground sheltered by a row of well-cut 
ash-trees. On the other side of the house there was an orchard, 
and farther on the four red roofs of the barns, stables and cattle 
sheds where forty horses and sixty cows were lodged. Beyond 
that, as far as the horizon, was nothing but loam for beetroot. 

“Well, I haven’t done so badly,” Manya told herselfasshe shut 
the window. “The factory isn’t beautiful, certainly. But just 
the same it’s because of it that this provincial hole is a little more 
animated than some others. People often come from Warsaw 
and others go there. There are engineers and directors at the 
sugar factory; that is pleasant enough. One can borrow books 
and reviews there. Mme Z. has a bad temper; but she is 
not at all a bad woman. If she doesn’t always treat me, the 
governess, witli tact, that’s no doubt because she was once a 
governess herself, and fortune came to her a bit too quickly- Her 
husband is charming, her elder daughter is an angel, her 
children are tolerable. I ought to think myself very lucky. 

After warming her hands before the immense stove in shining 
porcelain which filled one of the alcoves of the room from floor 
to ceiling, Manya went back to her correspondence—until such 
time as an imperious call, “Mademoiselle Marya!” might in¬ 
form her, through walls and doors, tliat her employers had need 
of her. 

A governess all alone might be expected to write many letters, 
if only to receive answers with news from the town. As the 
weeks and months went by, at regular intervals Manya gave her 
relatives an account of the various events of her existence, in 
which humble tasks alternated with hours of “company” and 
pleasures which were part of her work. She wrote to her father, 
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to Joseph and to Hcla; to her dour Bi'onya; to Kazia Przy- 
borovska, her school friend. To her cousin Ilonrieitta, who was 
now married and living in T.vov but had rcanained a fierce 
positivist, she freely confided sonu; graver ndh'elion.s: her dis¬ 
couragement and her hope: 

Manya to Henrietta, April ^th, 1886: 

I am living as it is customary to live in my position. I give my 
lessons and 1 read a little, but it isn’t easy, for llu- arrival ofnew 
guests constantly up.scls the normal employmcTit of my time. 
Sometimes this irritates me a great deal, since my And/.ia is tme 
of those children who profit enthusiiustically by eviuy inter¬ 
ruption of work, and there is no w.iy of bringing lua' buck t(» 
reason afterwards. To-day we had another set'ue because; she 
did not want to got up at the usual hour. In the end 1 was 
obliged to take her calmly by the hand and pull lu'r out of bed. 
I was boiling inside. You can’t imagine what such little things 
do to me: such a piece of nonsense can make me ill for several 
hours. But I had to get the better of her. . . . 

. . . Conversation in company? Cossip and th<-n more 
gossip. The only subjects of discussion are tlu; ueijdibours, 
dances and parties. So far as dancing is conc<;rned, you coidd 
look far before you would find better dancers than the young 
girls of this region. They all dtince perfectly. They are not bail 
creatures, for that matter, and certain ones are even intelligent, 
but their education has done nothing to develop their minds, 
and the stupid, incessant parties here have eiulcd by frittering 
their wits away. As for the young men, there tire few niec ones 
who are even a bit intelligent . - . Eor the girls and hoys alike, 
such words as “positivism” or “the Itihour question” are objects 
of aversion—supposing they have ever heard the wortls, which 
is unusual. The Z. household is relatively cultivated. M. Z. is 
an old-fashioned man, but full of good sense, symptithetie tuul 
reasonable. His wife is rather difficult to live with, hut when 
one knows how to take her she is quite nice. I think she likes 
me well enough. 

If you could only sec my exemplary conduct! I go to church 
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every Sunday and holiday, without ever pleading a headache 
or a cold to get out of it. I hardly ever speak of higher education 
for women. In a general way I observe, in my talk, the 
decorum suitable to my position. 

At Easter I am going to Warsaw for a few days. Everything 
inside me so leaps with joy at the thought that I have difficulty 
restraining wild cries of happiness. . . . 

It was all very well for ironic Manya to describe her “exem¬ 
plary conduct,” but there was a daring and original character 
in her which could not long tolerate the conventional life. The 
“positive idealist” was always there, eager to be useful, to fight. 

One day when she met some little peasants in the muddy 
road, boys and girls miserably dressed, with bold faces under 
their hempen hair, Manya conceived a plan. Why should she 
not put into practice, in this small world of Szczuki, those pro¬ 
gressive ideas which were so dear to her? Last year she had 
dreamed of “enlightening the people.” Here was an excellent 
opportunity. The village children were for the most part illi¬ 
terate. If any of them had been to school at any time, they had 
only learned the Russian alphabet there. How fine it would be 
to create a secret course in Polish, to awaken these young brains 
to the beauty of the national language and history! 

The governess subnaitted her idea to Mile Z., who was 
immediately taken with it and decided to assist. 

“Think it over carefully,” said Manya, to calm her enthu¬ 
siasm. “You know that if we are denounced we shall be sent 
to Siberia.” 

But nothing is more contagious than courage: in the eyes o 
Bronka Z., Manya saw ardour and resolution. There was only 
the authorisation of the head of the family to be obtained, and 
they could begin their discreet propaganda in the peasant huts. 

Manya to Henrietta, September 3rd, 1886: 

... I could have had a holiday this summer, but I didn’t 
know where to go, so I stayed at Szczuki. I did not want to 
spend the money to go to the Carpathians. I have many hours 
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of lessons with Auclzui, 1 road witli Biouka, and I work an hour 
a day with the sou of a workman hen% whom I am prcipariuj^ 
for school. Besides this, Brouka and I ,‘j;iv<' lessons to sonu; 
peasant children for two hours a day. It is a e.lass, r<udly, for 
we have ten pupils. They work with a veiy good will, hut just 
the same our ta.sk is somdiuu's diOic.ult. What ('ousoles me is 
that the results get heth'.r gradually, or even (juite cpfavkly. 
Thus I have pretty full days and 1 also leach mysell'a liule or 
a lot, working alone. . . . 

Manya to Iletirklla, December, iHBh: 

. . . The number of my peasant pnj)ils is now eighlmt. 
Naturally they don’t all <a)nu; together, as 1 couldn’t manage it, 
but even as it is they take two hours a day. ()n Wcdiu'sdays an<l 
Saturdays I am with tluun a litth^ loug(‘r as ma.ny as live hours 
consecutively. Of course this is oidy possible hec.aus<' my ihkuii 
is on the first floor and has a s(^i)arat(^ entrama- on the stairway 
to the court-yard—tlnis, siucti this work doesn't keep me Iroiu 
nay obhgations to the Z.s, I disturb nobody. Cr<Mf joys an<l 
great consolations come to me fnun lh<‘s<' huh' i hildren. . . . 

Tlius it was not enough for Manya to listen to And/ia drouinf,' 
out her lessons, to work with BrouLi and to keep juh'k who 
was back from Warsaw and liad Ixaai tunu'd <tver to her Iroiu 
going to sleep over his books. When all that was done, the 
dauntless girl went up to her room and waiU'd until a iioisi; of 
boots on the stairs, mingling with the shullh- of ham ferl, 
announced the arrival oflicrdLseiides. Sin- had horroweda piiu", 
table and some chairs .so that they could praidistt tluur writing 
comfortably. She had taken enough from httr savitig.H to buy 
them some copybooks and lln^ pens which the niimhed little 
fingers managed with such diflieulty. Wluni sc:v('n <tr eight 
young peasants were installetl in the lug room with chalked 
walls, Manya and Bronka Z. were barely able to maintain orrler 
and rescue the unhappy pupils who, suillUng and snorting witli 
anguish, could not spell a difficult word. 

These sons and daughters of servants, farmers mid I'actory 
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workers, who pressed round Manya’s dark dress and fair hair, 
were not always well washed. They did not smell nice. Sonie of 
them were inattentive and sullen. But in most of their bright 
eyes appeared a naive and violent desire to accomplish, some 
‘ddy, tliose fabulous acts: reading and writing. And when this 
humble end was achieved, when the big black letters on white 
paper suddenly took on meaning, the young girl’s heart con¬ 
tracted at the noisy, prideful triumph of the children and the 
wondering admiration of their illiterate parents who sometimes 
stationed themselves at the end of the room to watch the lessons. 
She thought of all this good will wasted, and of the gifts that 
perhaps lay hidden in these baulked and defrauded creatures. 
Before their sea of ignorance she felt disarmed and feeble. 



ClHAFi’ER VI 


The Long Wait 


T he little pcasunts never .sus[)<!et<;(l that “Mll<; Marya” 
often meditated darkly upon her own ifpioranee. Tliey 
did not know that their yomij.' tt-aelurr’s dr<^ain was to 
become a pupil again, and that she would like to Ix; learning 
instead of teaching. 

To think that at this very luinuU;, whcai Manya at lua- wiiulow 
was once more contemplating the carts that brought beetroot 
to the factoiy, there were thousands and thousaiuls of young 
people in, Berlin, Vienna, Peterslnirg aiul Eondon who w(trc 
listciring to lessons and lectures, who wer<^ working in labora¬ 
tories, museums and hospitals! 'I'o think, above: all, that inside 
the famous Sorbonne they were teaching biology, mathematics, 
sociology, chemistry and physics! 

Marya Sklodovska wanted to study in Ih ance mc)re than in 
any other country. The prestige of France dazsjled hex. In 
Berlin and Petersburg the oppressors of P<»laud reigned; but in 
France liberty was cherished, all feelings tmd all Ixdiefs were 
respected, and there was a welcome for the unhappy and the 
hunted, no matter whence tlicy came. W:w it true, wiu) it even 
possible, that some day she might take tins train for Paris— 
that this great happiness might be given her? 

She had lost all hope of it. The first twtilve montlis of a 
stifling provincial life had undermined the illusions of a girl 
who, in spite of her intellectual passions and her dreams, WJis 
by no means given to the pursuit of phantoms. Wlien she 
stopped to consider, Manya saw before her a clear situation 

n 
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which was apparently without issue. In Warsaw there was her 
father, who would soon have need of her. In Paris there was 
Bronya, who must be helped for years more before she could 
earn a penny. And on the estate of Szczuki there was herself, 
Manyla Sklodovska, governess. The project of amassing a 
capita, which once had seemed practical to her, now made her 
smile. It was a childish plan. One does not escape from a place 
like Szczuki. 

It is fine to see, in the despondency of this creature of genius, 
that she was not invulnerable—that, far from preserving an in¬ 
human confidence, she suffered and grew discouraged like any 
other girl of nineteen. It is fine to see her contradict herself 
and, in the very moment when she claims to have renounced 
everything, struggle with ferocious heroism against her own 
burial. It was indeed an all-powerful instinct that made her sit 
every night at her desk, reading volumes of sociology and 
physics borrowed from the factory library, or perfecting her 
knowledge of mathematics by correspondence with her father. 

The task was so ungrateful that it is astonishing to see Manya 
persevere in it. All alone in that country house, she was without 
direction or advice. She felt her way, almost by sheer chance, 
through the mazes of the knowledge she wanted to acquire, as 
summarily explained to her by out-of-date handbooks. In her 
moments of dismay she resembled her little peasants when they 
despaired of ever learning to read and threw their alphabets 
away; but nevertheless, with a peasant’s stubbornness, she 
pursued her effort. 

Literature interested me as much as sociology and science 
[she was to write forty years later]. Still, during these years of 
work, as I tried gradually to discover my true preferences, I 
finally turned toward mathematics and physics. 

These solitary studies were encompassed with difficulty. The 
scientific education I had received at school was very incom¬ 
plete—much inferior to the programme for the baccalaureate 
in France. I tried to complete it in my own way, with the help 
of books got together by sheer chance. The method was not 
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efficacious, but I acquired the habit of independent work and 
I learned a certain number of things which were to be useful 
to me later. . . . 

She described one of these days in a letter from Szczuki. 

Many a to Henrietta, December, 1886; 

. . . With all I have to do, there arc days when I am occupied 
from eight to half-past eleven and from two to half-past seven 
without a moment’s rest. From half-past eleven to two there 
are a walk and lunch. After tea, I read with Andzia il'she has 
been good, and if not we talk, or else I take my s(;wiug, which 
by the way I also have by me during the lessons. At nim; in the 
evening I take my books and go to work, if sonu^thing uiu^x- 
pected does not prevent it . . . I have even acquired the habit 
of getting up at six so that I work more—but I can’t always do 
it. A very nice old man, Andzia’s godfatlicr, is staying her<! just 
now, and Mme Z. asked me to ask him to teach me how to play 
checkers—^to amuse him. I also have to make a fourth at cards, 
and that drags me away from my books. 

At the moment I am reading: 

(1) Daniel’s Physics, of which I have finished the first volume; 

(2) Spencer’s Sociology, in French; 

(3) Paul Bers’ Lessons on Anatomy and Physiology, in Russian. 

I read several things at a time: the conscc.utive study of a 
single subject would wear out my jioor little head, winch is 
already much overworked. When I feel myself quite unable to 
read with profit, I work problems of algebra or trigonometry, 
which allow no lapses of attention and get me back into the 
right road. 

My poor Bronya writes from Paris that they are giving her a 
lot of difficulty with her examinations, that she is working hard, 
and that her health is causing a certain amount of worry. 

. . . My plans for the future? I have none, or rather they 
are so commonplace and simple that they arc not worth talking 
about. I mean to get through as well as I can, and when I can 
do no more, say farewell to this base world. Tlic loss will be 
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small, and regret for me will be short—as short as for so many 
others. 

These are my only plans now. Some people pretend that in 
spite of everything I am obliged to pass through the kind of fever 
‘called love. This absolutely does not enter into my plans. If I 
ever had any others, they have gone up in smoke; I have buried 
them; locked them up; sealed and forgotten them—for you 
know that walls are always stronger than the heads which try 
to demolish them. . . . 

■ These vague thoughts of suicide, this disappointed and 
sceptical sentence about love, call for explanation. 

The explanation is simple and very ordinary. It could be 
called “the romance of a poor young girl.” Numerous senti¬ 
mental novels have recounted stories exactly like it. 

The beginning of the story is that Manya Sklodovska had 
grown pretty. She did not yet possess the exquisite unreality 
revealed by her portraits of a few years later; but the chubby 
adolescent had changed into a fresh, graceful girl, with lovely 
skin and hair, fine wrists and slender ankles. Altliough her face 
was neither regular nor perfect, it attracted attention by the 
wilful curve of the mouth and by her ash-grey eyes, sunk deep 
under her brows, and made bigger by the surprising intensity 
of her gaze. 

When the eldest son of M. and Mme Z., Gasimir, came back 
from Warsaw to Szczuki for his holidays, he found in the house 
a governess who could dance marvellously, row and skate; who 
was witty and had nice manners; who could make up verses as 
easily as she rode a horse or drove a carriage; who was different 
—how totally, mysteriously different!—from all the young ladies 
of his acquaintance. He fell in love with her. And Manya, 
Manya who hid a vulnerable heart beneath her revolutionary 
doctrines, was enamoured of him, the handsome, agreeable 
student. 

She was not yet nineteen. He was only a little older. They 
made their plans to marry. ... 

There seemed to be nothing against this union. It was true 
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that Manya was, at Szczuki, only “Milo Marya,” the chilclrcn’s 
governess. But everybody there regarded lic.r with airccliou: 
Monsieur Z. took long wallcs with her across the fields, Mme Z. 
mothered her and Bronka adored luu'. The Z.s had always 
treated her with particular courtesy; on s<;v(;ral o<-,casions they’ 
had invited her father, brother and sisters to stay with them. 
On her birthday they gave her flowers and [)r<;scnts. 

It was therefore without too much apprehension, iiuhaal 
almost with confidence, that Giisimir Z. asked his parents if 
they approved of his engagement. 

The answer was not slow in coming. Fath<;r fell into a rage, 
Mother almost fainted, lie, Casimir, tlunr favourite child, to 
marry this girl who hadn’t a jxmny, who was obliged to woik 
“in other people’s houses”? He who coidd marry the rich(;s( 
and best-born girl of the neighbourhood to-morrow? Had he 
gone mad? 

In one instant the social barriers went up, insurmountable, in 
a house where it had been a point of pride to tr(;at Manya as a 
friend. The fact that the girl was of good family, that she w;us 
cultivated, brilliant and of irreproacha])le reputation, the fact 
that her father was honourably known in Warsaw nom; of this 
counted against six implacable little words: out; does not nmrry 
a governess. 

Apostrophised, shaken and preached .at, the student felt his 
resolutions melt within him. He had little character. He was 
afraid of reproaches and anger. And Manya, lacerated by the 
scorn of creatures inferior to herself, withdrew into awkward 
coldness and a nervous silence. She had made up her mind; slu; 
would never again give a thought to the vanished idyll. 

But love is like ambition: a decree of death will not kill it. 

Manya could not take the step—cruel but clcar-™of leaving 
Szczuki. She did not want to worry lusr fatlwr; and above all 
she could not afford the luxury of giving up siu;h a good post; 
now that Bronya’s savings were a mere memory it was she, 
Manya, who had to help her father pay her elder sister’s 
expenses at the Faculty of Medicine. She sent her sister fifteen 
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roubles every month and sometimes twenty—nearly half her 
salary. Where could she find another such salary? There had 
been no direct explanation between the Z.s and herself, no 
painful discussion. It was better to swallow her pride and stay 
at Szczuki, as if nothing had happened. 

Life resumed its way thereafter just as it had been before. 
Manya gave her lessons, scolded Andzia, shook Julek—who was 
put to sleep by the slightest intellectual work—and continued 
her work among the little peasants. She studied chemistry as 
always, making fun of herself and shrugging her shoulders at her 
own useless perseverance. She played draughts and rhyming 
games, went to dances, took walks in the open air. , . . 

In winter [she was to write later], the vast snow-covered 
plains were not without charm, and we made long trips in the 
sleigh. At times we could hardly make out the road. 

“Don’t lose the trail!” I cried to the driver. He answered: 
“We are in the exact middle of it,” or “Don’t be afraid!”— 
and then we turned over. Such catastrophes only added to the 
gaiety of our excursions. 

... I remember also the marvellous snowhouse we built one 
year when the snow was very high in the field. We could sit 
down in it and from there contemplate the immense white 
expanse, tinted with rose. ... 

Unhappy in love, disappointed in her intellectual dream and 
materially very hard up—^for by the time she had helped this 
one and that there was nothing left—^Manya attempted to forget 
her fate, the rut in which she felt herself stuck for ever. She 
turned toward her family, not to ask their help and not even to 
express her bitterness: in each of her letters she poured out 
advice and oflfered her support. She wanted them to have full 
lives. 

Manya to Joseph, March ^th, 

... I think that if you borrowed a few hundred roubles you 
could remain in Warsaw instead of burying yourself in the 



MADAME CURIE 


78 

provinces. First of all, my dear little brother, don’t he angry if 
I write something stupid: renrcinbcr that 1 am (elling yoti 
sincerely what I think, as wo have always agreed. . . . You 
see, darling, everybody says that to work in a small town woidd 
prevent you from developing your culture ami doing researdi. ■ 
You would be thrust into a hole and would have no career at 
all. Without a pharmacy, without a hospital or books, one gets 
very dull, in spite of the best resolutions. And if that happened 
to you, darling, yoii will not be surpris(‘d to heal- that I shovdtl 
suffer enormously, for now that I have lost the hope of ever 
becoming anybody, all my ambition lias bemi transl'erred to 
Bronya and you. You two, at least, must direct your lives 
according to your gifts. 'J’hese gifts which, without any doubt, 
do esdst in our family must not disappear; they must come out 
through one of us. Tlic more regret I have for myself the more 
hope I have for you. . . . 

Perhaps you will make fun of me, or else shrug y<mr .shoulders 
at such a lecture. I am not in the habit of speaking or writing 
to you in such a tone. But this comes from (lie (h'pths of my 
heart and I have thought it for a long time, sinee yon first began 
your studies. 

And think, too, wluit a joy it will be for Jhitlmr to have you 
near him! lie loves you so much- -he loves you more than all 
of the rest of us. Imagine, if Ilcla married M. B. and you went 
away from Warsaw, what would become of our poor I'ather all 
alone! tic would be very sad. Whereas this way you would live 
together, and it would be perfect. Only, just in the spirit of 
economy, don’t forget to save a little corner for the rest of us 
in case we should come back. 

Manya to Henrietta [teiAo Iiad just given birth to a dead child], 
April i^th, 1887: 

. . . What suffering it must be for a mother to go through so 
many trials for nothing! If one could only say, with Christiau 
resignation: “God willed it and Ills will be done!" lialf of the 
terrible bitterness would be gone. Alas, that eonsolation i.s not 
for everybody. I see how happy arc tiic people who admit such 
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explanations. But, strangely enough, the more I recognise how 
lucky they are the less I can understand their faith, and the less 
I feel capable of sharing their happiness. 

. . . Forgive me these philosophical reflections: they are 
•caused by your complaint against the backward and con¬ 
servative spirit of the town where you live. Do not judge it too 
hardly, for social and political conservatism usually comes from 
religious conservatism, and the latter is a happiness—even 
though for us it has become incomprehensible. So far as I am 
concerned, I should never voluntarily contribute toward any¬ 
body’s loss of faith. Let everybody keep his own faith, so long 
as it is sincere. Only hypocrisy irritates me—and it is as •wide¬ 
spread as true faith is rare. ... I hate hypocrisy. But I respect 
sincere religious feelings when I meet them, even if they go with 
a limited state of mind. ... 

Manya to Joseph, May 20th, 1887: 

... I still don’t know if my pupil, Andzia, is going to taJce 
her examinations, but I am in torment over them already. Her 
attentiveness and memory are so uncertain. ... It is the same 
thing with Julek. To try teaching them is truly to build on 
sand, because when they learn one thing they have already 
forgotten what one taught them the day before. At times this 
is a sort of torture. Also I am very much afraid for myself: it 
seems to me all the time that I am getting terribly stupid—the 
days pass so quickly and I make no noticeable progress. Even 
with the village children I had to interrupt my lessons because 
of the Masses of the month of Mary. Still, it seems to me that 
I don’t require a great deal to be content: I only want to get 
the conviction that I am being of some use. ... • 

Later on she says of Hela, whose engagement to marry had 
just been broken: 

I can imagine how Hela’s self-respect must have sufiered. 
Truly, it gives one a good opinion of men! If the-y don’t want 
to marry poor young girls, let them go to the devil 1 Nobody 
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is asking them for anything. But why do they olfcnd by troub¬ 
ling the peace of an innocent creature? 

... If something consoling could only come through you! 

I often ask myself how your busim^ss is going, and if you don’t 
regret having remained in Warsaw. To tell the truth, 1 oughtn’t • 
to torment myself over it, as you will certainly c.ome out all 
right: I firmly believe that. There are always more petty 
annoyances with the bahas*' hut I, even 1 , k(s'p a sort of hopc^ 
that I shall not disappear completely into nothingness. . . . 

Manya to Henrietta, December lolh, 18B7: 

. . . Don’t believe the report of my approaching marriage; 
it is unfounded. This talc has been spr<;ad about the country¬ 
side and even at Warsaw; and though this is not my fault, I am 
afraid it may bring me trouble. My plans for the future are 
modest indeed: my dream, for the moment, is to have a corner 
of my own where I can live with my fatlun-. The poor man 
misses me a lot; he would like to have me -at home:; he longs for 
me! To get my independence again, and a place to live, 1 
would give half my life. Therefore, if tlu; thing is at all possible, 
I shall leave Szczuki--which can’t be don<;, in any c;ise, for sonu' 
time—I shall install myselfin Warsaw, lain; a post as teacher 
in a girls’ school and make up the rest of the moiu'y I lu'ed by 
giving lessons. It is all I want. Life does not deserve to be 
worried over. . . , 

Maty a to Joseph, March iZth, 1888: 

Dear little Jozio, I am gt)ing to stick the last stamp I poss<ss 
on this letter, and since I have literally not a [xrnny not one! ■ 
I shall probably not write to you again until the holidays, unless 
by some chance a stamp shoidd fall int:o my h-ands. 

The real purpose of this letter was to wish you a happy 
birthday, but if I am late it is only because of the lack of money 
and stamps, which afflicts me drcadl'ully—-and I’ve never yet 
learned to ask for them. 

... My darling Jozio, if you only knew how I sigh and long 

• Bahas: In Polish, a mocking word for women. 
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to go to Warsaw for only a few clays! I say nothing of my clothes, 
which are worn out and need care—-but my soul, too, is worn 
out. Ah, if I could extract myself for just a few clays from this 
icy atmosphere of criticism, from the perpetual guard over my 
ownwords, the expression in my face, my gestures! . . . I need 
that as one needs a cool bath on a torrid day. I have many 
reasons, besides, for wanting such a change. 

It has been a long time since Bronya wrote to me. No doubt 
she, too, has no stamp. ... If you can manage to sacrifice 
one, I beg you to write to me. Write to me, well and long, 
everything that happens at home; for in Father’s and Hela’s 
letters there are nothing but laments, and I ask myself if every¬ 
thing really is so bad; and I am in torment; and to these worries 
there are added quantities of worries I have here, of which I 
could speak—but I don’t want to. If I only didn’t have to think 
of Bronya I should present my resignation to the Z.s this very 
instant and look for another post, even though this one is so 
well paid. 

Manya to her friend Kazia \who had just announced her engagement, 
and zvith whom Manya was soon going to stay for a few days']. 
October 2 ^th, 

. . . Nothing you could ever confide in me could ever seem 
excessive of ridiculous. How could I, your chosen little sister, 
not take to heart everything that concerns you, as if it were 
my own? 

As for me, I am very gay—and often I hide my deep lack of 
gaiety under laughter. This is something I learned to do when 
I found out that creatures who feel as keenly as I do, and are 
unable to change this characteristic of their nature, have to 
dissimulate it at least as much as possible. But do you think it 
is efficacious, or good for anything? Not at all! Most often the 
vivacity of my temperament runs away with me gradually, and 
then—well, one says things that one regrets, and with more 
ardour than is necessary. 

I write with some bitterness, Kazia, but you see . . . You 
tell me you have just lived through the happiest week of your 
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life; and I, during these holidays, have been through such 
weeks as you will never know. There were some very hard days, 
and the only thing that softens the mcmoiy of them is that in 
spite of everything I came through it all honestly, with my head 
high. (As you sec, I have not yet renounced, in life, that carriage 
which brought me Mile Mayer’s hatred ol old.) 

. . . You will say, Kazia, that I am growing scntimcmtal. 
Don’t be afraid. I shall not fall into a sin so foreign to my 
nature—only, I have become very nervous nuamtly. Some 
people have done all they could to britig this about. Nev(^rthc- 
less I shall be as gay and free as ever when I come to you. What 
a lot of things we have to say to eac.h other! I .shall bring along 
some chains for our mouths, as otherwise wc. should never g(;t 
to bed until dawn. Will your mother give us lemonade and 
chocolate ices as she used to do? 

Many a to Joseph, October, 1888: 

I look sadly at my calendar; this day has cost me five stamps, 
not counting letter paper. Thus I shall soon hav<; nothing to 
say to you! 

Think of it: I am learning chemistry from a book. You can 
imagine how little I got out of that, but what can I do, a.s 1 have 
no place to make experiments or do practit:.al work? 

Bronya has sent me a little album from I’aris. It is very 
elegant. 

Manya to Henrietta, November a^th, 1888: 

I have fallen into black melancholy because otir daily com¬ 
panions are dreadful west winds, with embellishments of rain, 
flood and mud. To-day the sky is a little more chunent, but the 
wind roars in the chimney. There isn’t a trace of ice, and the 
skates hsuxg sadly in the cupboard. You are probably unaware 
that in our provincial hole the frost and the advantages it brings 
us arc at least as important as a discussion between conservatives 
and progressives in your Galicia. . . , Don’t conclude from 
this that your stories bore me: on the contrary, it is a real 
satisfaction for me to learn that there exist some regions and 
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some geographic areas in which people move and even think. 
While you are living at the centre of the movement, my existence 
strangely resembles that of one of those slugs which haunt the 
dirty water of our river. Luckily I hope to get out of this 
lethargy soon. 

I wonder if, when you see me, you will judge that the years I 
have just passed among humans have done me good or not. 
Everybody says that I have changed a great deal, physically and 
spiritually, during my stay at Szczuki. This is not surprising. I 
was barely eighteen when I came here, and what have I not 
been through! There have been moments which I shall cer¬ 
tainly count among the most cruel of my life ... I feel every¬ 
thing very violently, with a physical violence, and then I give 
myself a shaking, the vigour of my nature conquers, and it seems 
to me that I am coming out of a nightmare. . . . First 
principle: never to let one’s self be beaten down by persons or 
by events. 

I count the hours and days that separate me from the holidays 
and my departure to my own people. There is also the need of 
new impressions; the need of change, of movement and life, 
which seizes me sometimes with such force that I want to fling 
myself into the greatest follies, if only to keep my life from being 
eternally the same. Fortunately, I have so much work to do 
that these attacks seize me pretty rarely. It is my last year here; 
and I must therefore work all the harder, so that the children’s 
examinations will go well ... 



CniAPTl'^R VII 


The Escape 


T hree years had passed since “Mlhi Marya” became a 
governess. Three monotonous y<%'irs tluty w(;r<',; mneh 
work and no inon(;y, some few liuh^ ])Ieasnr('s, oiu; gric^f. 
But now, by simdl imi)erecpliblc stages, the tragic, imtuolhlity 
of the young girl’s existence was beginning to .stir. In Paris in 
Warsaw and at Szczuki certain events, small in si[)p('arancc 
modified the play of the mysttiiious ganu; in which Manya’s lot 
was decided. 

M. Sklodovski, having obtained his liension, started out in 
search of lucrative employment. He want<;d to try to help bis 
daughters. In April, ififJB, he ac.c(;pUxl tint most ardnons and 
ungrateful of posts: the directorship of a reform school at 
Studzieniec, not far from Warsaw. The atmosphere, the sur¬ 
roundings, everything was unpleasant there ■everylliinf.j but 
the comparatively high salary, from which the good ’man 
instantly set aside a monthly sum for Bronya. 

The first thing Bronya did was to direct Munya not to send 
her any more money. The scooml was to -ask lier fatlna- to hold 
eight roubles out of the forty roul)le.s he gave her ev<-i7 monlh- - 
eight roubles destined to repay, little by little, the smm .she had 
received from her little sister. From that moment Manya’s 
fortune, starting from zero, began to increase. 

The medical student’s letters brought other news from Paris. 
She was working. She was passing her cxamination.s with .suc¬ 
cess. And she was in love: in love with a Pole, Gasirnir Dluski, 
her comrade in study, brilliant with charm and good qualities, 

*4 
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whose only awkward peculiarity was that he was forbidden to 
live in Russian Poland and was threatened with deportation to 
Siberia if he returned there. 

At Szczuki, Manya’s task was approaching its end. After St. 
John’s Day in 1889 the Z.s would no longer need her services. 
Naturally, she would have to find another place. The young 
governess already had one in view, with some rich industrialists 
of Warsaw, the F.s. It would be a change, at any rate—the 
change that Manya called for so eagerly. 

■ 'Manya to Kazia, March i%th, 1889: 

In five weeks it will be Easter. . . . For me it is a very 
important date, as my future will be decided then. Besides the 
post with the F.s, I am offered another. I am hesitating be¬ 
tween the two and don’t know what to do. 

... I think only of Easter! My head is so full of plans that 
it seems aflame. I don’t know what is to become of me. You 
see, your Manya will be, to the end of her days, a flighty-head 
of flighty-heads. ... 

Good-bye to Szczuki and the beet fields! With friendly smiles 
—a bit too friendly on both sides—^Manya took her leave of the 
z.s. Liberated, she reached Warsaw and breathed the air of 
her native town With delight. Then she was off again, on the 
train to Zoppot, a dismal Baltic beach where she would join 
her new employers. 

Manya to Kazia, July i^h, 

... My journey went off all right, in spite of my tragic 
presentiments. . . . Nobody robbed me, or even tried to; I 
did not take the wrong train at any of my five changes, and I ate 
up all my serdelki: only the rolls and the caramels were too much 
for me. Along the way I had benevolent protectors who made 
everything easy for me. For fear that they would carry their 
amiability so far as to cat my provisions, I didn’t show them 
my serdelki. 
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M. and Mine F. wci'c waiting at the station for me. They are 
very nice, and I have been attracted to the cliildren. Every¬ 
thing will therefore be all right -:us indeial it must be. 

Life was mit very amusing in tin' Schultz Hotel at that 
summer resort where, Manya wrote, “one seiis the same people 
all the time, around the Kurhaus, wlua-c; they sjaaik only of 
dresses and other equally iutia-esling tilings. It is cold, every¬ 
body stays at home: Mine K., her husband, her mother—-and 
they arc in such temjier that I should like to hide in a mouse¬ 
hole, if I could.” 

Butsoon afterward employers,elulcli‘en and governess returned 
to Warsaw, where they installed themselves for the winter. 

The year to come was to be a comparatively pleasing interval 
for the young girl. Mine F. was very beautiful, very elegant, 
very rich. She had furs and jewels. There were si nne dresses by 
Worth in her wardrobe, and her portrait in evening dress hung 
in the salon. During this time Manya became aeipiainled, as a 
spectator, with the frivolous and eliarming things wealth can 
offer a spoiled woman—things that she was never to possi'ss. 
First and last meeting with luxury! It was made agn'eable by 
Mine F.’s graciousness; that lady, attraeteil by the “extpiisite 
Mile Sklodovska,” sang Manya’s jiraises and required her to be 
present at all the tea parties, all the dances. 

Suddenly, one day, the thunderbolt: the [lostnuin brought a 
letter from Ptiris. It was a hurried letter'on sipiai’ed papt:r, 
which Bronya had scribbled between two sessions in theopenit- 
ing theatre; therein the generous girl olfered Mtinya 
hospitality in her new home—^I'or the coming year. 

Bronya io Manya, March, 1890: 

... If everything goes as wc hope, I .shall surely lie able to 
marry when the holidays begin. My fianef; will be a doctor by 
then, and I shall have only my bust i;xamiuatiou to piuss. W(s 
shall stay another year in Paris, during which time I shall linish 
my examinations, and then wc shall eorne back to Poland. I 
see nothing in our plans that is not reasonable. Tell me if you 
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tfiinlf I am not right. Remember that I am twenty-four— 
which is nothing—but he is thirty-four, which is more serious. 
It would be absurd to wait any longer. 

. . . And now you, my little Manya: you must make some¬ 
thing of your life sometime. If you can get together a few 
hundred roubles this year you can come to Paris next year and 
live with us, where you will find board and lodging. It is 
absolutely necessary to have a few hundred roubles for your fees 
at the Sorbonne. The first year you will live with us. For the 
second and tliird, when we are no longer there, I swear Father 
—will help you in spite of the devil. You must take this decision; 
you have been waiting too long. I guarantee that in two years 
you will have your master’s degree. Think about it, get the 
money together, put it in a safe place, and don't lend it. Perhaps 
it would be better to change it into francs right away, for the 
exchange is good just now, and later it might fall. . . . 

One might think that the enthusiastic Manya would have 
answered her sister at once to say that she was exultant with 
happiness and was coming; but not at all. Years of exile and 
loneliness, instead of souring this extraordinary girl, had made 
her over-scrupulous. Her sacrificial demon could make her 
capable of deliberately missing her destiny. Because she had 
promised to live with her father; because she wanted to help 
her sister Hela and her brother Joseph, Manya no longer wished 
to go. And this is how she answered Bronya’s invitation: 

Manyato Bror^a, March 12th, from WarsawY- 

Dear Bronya, I have been stupid, I am stupid and I shall 
remain stupid all the days of my life, or rather, to translate into 
the current style: I have never iDeen, am not and shall never be 
lucky. I dreamed of Paris as of redemption; but the hope of 
going there left me a long time ago. And now that the possi¬ 
bility is offered me, I do not know what to do. . . .1 am 
afraid to speak of it to Father: I believe our plan of living 
together next year is close to his heart, and he clings to it; I 
want to give him a httle happiness in his old age. On the 
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other hand, my licart brojiks when I think of ruining my 
al)ilitics, which must have Ixum worth, anyhow, something. 
There is also the fact that I promised Ilcla to tak<5 her back 
home in a year, and to liud lux' a post in Warsaw. You have no 
idea how sorry I felt for her! She will always be the minor child 
of the family, and I feel it is my duty to watch over her—the 
poor little thing nccxls it so. . . . 

But you, Bronya, 1 beg of you, take charge of Joseph’s 
interests with all your energy, and, even if it s<xnns to you that it 
is not your part to .solicit help from that Mine S., who can 
extricate him, conquer the Iceliug. After all, the Bible say.r- 
litcrally; “Knock and it shall be opened to you.” Even if you 
arc forced to sacrifice a little of your .self-esU'cm, what docs that 
matter? An aUcctionate request can olfend nobody, llowwell 
I should know how to write that letter! You must explain to the 
lady that there is no question of a large sum, only of a few 
hundred roubles, so that Joseph can live in Warsaw and study 
and practise; that his future depends on it; that without this 

help such wonderful abilities will be ruined-In a word, you 

must write all that, and at length; for, darling Broncezka, if you 
simply ask her to lend the money, .she will not take the. business 
to heart; that is not the way to succeed. And evi-n il'you have 
the feeling of being a nuisance, what of it? What’s the ddfer- 
cnce, so long as the end is achieved? And besides, is it .such a 
big requc.st? Aren’t people often greater uuisanei's than that? 
With this help Joseph can beconm useful to soci<;ty, whereas if 
he leaves for the provinces he is lost. 

I bore you with Hela, Joseph and Father, and with my own 
wrecked future. My heart is so black, so sad, that 1 feel how 
wrong I am to speak of all this to you and to poison your 
happiness, for you arc the only one of us all who has had what 
they call luck. F'orgivc me, but, you see, so many thing.s hurt 
me that it is hard for me to finish this letter gaily. 

I embrace you tenderly. The next time I shall write more 
chcerfuUy and at greater length—but to-day I am exceptionally 
unhappy in this world. Tlnnk of me with tendern^—perhaps 
I shall be able to feel it even here. 
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Bronya insisted, argued. Unfortunately, she lacked the 
decisive argument: she was too poor to pay the travelling 
expenses of her young sister and to put her authoritatively into 
the train. Finally it was decided that when Manya had 
Ixnished her engagement with Mme F. she would remain still 
another year in Warsaw. She would live with her father, 
recently freed from his work at Studzieniec; she would complete 
her savings by giving lessons; and thereafter she would go. 

After the torpor of the provinces and the agitated gaieties of 
the F.s, Manya returned to the climate that was dear to her: a 
"lodging of her own, the presence of old Professor Sklodovski, 
and conversations interesting enough to stimulate her mind. 
The Floating University again opened its mysterious doors to 
her. And—^incomparable pleasure, major event!—Manya, for 
the first time in her life, penetrated into a laboratory. 

It was at 66 Krakovsky Boulevard, at the end of a court-yard 
planted with lilacs: a tiny building on one floor receiving hght 
from Lilliputian windows. One of Manya’s cousins, Joseph 
Boguski, there directed what was pompously called “The 
Museum of Industry and Agriculture.” This title, wilfully 
pretentious and vague, was only a front to present to the 
Russian authorities. A museum would not arouse suspicion. 
Nothing prevented the teaching of science to young Poles 
behind the windows of a museum. 

I had little time for work in this laboratory [Marie Curie was 
to write]. I could generally get there only in the evening after 
dinner, or on Sunday, and I was left to myself. I tried to 
reproduce various experiments described in the treatises on 
physics or chemistry, and the results were sometimes un¬ 
expected. From time to time a little unhoped-for success 
would come to encorurage me, and at other times I sank 
into despair because of the accidents or failures due to my 
inexperience. But on the whole, even though I learned, to 
my cost, that progress in such matters is neither rapid nor 
easy, I developed my taste for experimental research during 
these first trials. 
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(jonuughomc laic at niglil, rcgnalully It>aving <;I('c.lroiu(Ucrs 
t(!.st-tubc;.s and acHUiratc balatau's, Maiiya uiulrcK.sctl and lay 
down oil her narrow IxhI. But she could not shu-p. An exaltation 
dilFerent from all those slu^ had known kept her Irom sleep. 
Her vocation, for so long uneerlain, had (huslual into life. SlTe 
was suiumoiuxl to olx^y a secnl ord<a-. She was suddenly in a 
liurry, whipped onward. When she took the- test-tubes of the 
Mhseum of Industry and Agriculture into her lin<-, clever hands 
Manya returned, as if by luagiig to the absorbing nnunories of 
her childhood, to lu;r father’s phy.sics apparatus, luotionh'ss in 
its glass c.asc^, with which, in the old days, she luul alwayT 
wanted to play. Slu; had taken up the thread of her life again. 

Though her nights were: feveri.sh h<-r days were petic.id'ul in 
appoaraiux;. Manyti concealed the I'urious impatience that 
possessed her. She wished luu' fatlnu- to Ix^ happy and at pisice 
during these last months of intimacy. She busied Inu'self with 
her brother’s marriage; she lookixl liir a position for 1 h^Ia. And 
then, too, perhaps a more selfish care kept her from li.xing the 
date of her departure: she thought she .still lovi'd (lasimir Z. 
Even though she felt herstdl' driv<*u toward Paris by an im¬ 
perious power, she could not contemplate an exile of several 
years without anguish. 

In September 1H91, while M anyti was on holiday at Zakopane 
in the Carpathians, where she wtis to meet (kisimir Z., M. 
Sklodovski explained tlic situation to Brouya: 

Manya had to stay at Zakopane ami will not return until the 
15th, bccau.se of a liad cough and inlluen/.a which, the hx-.al 
doctor says, might drag along all winter if .she does not get rid of 
it there. The little rascal! It must he partly her fault, as she has 
always made lun of all precautions and has ne.ver dinguetl to 
adapt her raiment to the atmospheric e<»nditio»is. She has 
written me that she was very gloomy; I am afraid her grief, iuul 
the uncertainty of her situation, may umlermine her. More¬ 
over, she has a secret about her future, of whic;h she is to speak 
to me at length, but only on her return. 'J’o tell the truth, 1 can 
well imagine what it has to do with, and I don’t mysdf know 
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whether I should be glad or sorry. If my foresight is accurate, 
the same disappointments, coming from the same persons who 
have already caused them to her, are awaiting Manya. And 
yet if it is a question of building a life according to her own 
feeling, and of making two people happy, that is worth the 
trouble of facing them, perhaps. But the fact is that I know 
nothing. . . , 

Your invitation to Paris, which fell upon her in such un¬ 
expected fashion, has given her a fever and added to her 
disorder. I feel the power with which she wills to approach that 
"source of science, towards which she aspires so much. But the 
present conditions are less favourable, and, above all, if Manya 
does not come back to me completely cured, I should oppose 
her departure, because of the hard conditions she would find 
herself in during the winter in Paris—without speaking of all 
the rest of it, and without even taking account of the fact that 
it would be very painful for me to separate from her, for this last 
consideration is obviously secondary. I wrote to her yesterday, 
and tried to raise her spirits. If she remained in Warsaw, even 
if she could find no lessons, I should certainly have a bit of 
bread for her and for myself for a year. 

I learned with great joy that your Gasimir is doing well. 
How funny it would be if each of you had a Gasimir! 

Dear M. Sklodovski! In his heart of hearts he had no desire 
to see his Manya, his favourite, depart for the adventure 
of the great world. He would vaguely have preferred some¬ 
thing to keep her in Poland: a marriage with Gasimir Z., for 
instance. 

But at Zakopane, between two walks in the mountains, an 
explanation took place between the two young people. As the 
student confided his hesitations and fears to her for the 
hundredth time, Manya, unable to bear any more, pronounced 
the sentence that burned her bridges: 

‘Tf you can’t see a way to clear up our situation, it is not for 
me to teach it to you.” 

During this long but somewhat tepid idyll Manya showed 
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herself, as Professor Sklodovski was to say later^ 
luuig’lity.'' 

dlu^ girl had hrolu'u {he link tiuil still la-ld her. She 

stopped trying to eoutrol h<‘r hurry. She eountrd up all the 
hard years of boiling patitaiee lhrou|;h whit^h sin* had just 
lived. It was eight y(‘ars sinec^ slu' luul h'ft tlie (yyiunasiuin, six 
years siuee she had genie out as a genaaness, Slu^ was no longer 
the adoleseinit wlio saw Inu' whole fde Ix^fore lu'r. In a lew 
weeks she would bc^ twenty-flnir. 

Suddenly she cried out: slie called to Bronya for help, 

Manja io Ihmya^ Septmihcr 2;pv/, i Bp!: 

. . . NoWj Broiiya, I ask you for a (hdinite ausw<a\ Di'cathuf 
you can really take me in at your hous<g for I (’an come now. I 
have enough, to pay all my expc*us<\s. If, tlu'n^fore:, without 
deiiriviug yourself of a greu.t (h'-al, you could give’ n\r my (ood, 
write to me and say so. It would be a gri^at luippiiu'ss, a,s (hat 
would restore me siiiritually afUu* the (’rucl (rials I liave Ixaai 
througli this summer, which will luivc an iullucuci* on my whole 
life—but, on the other hand, I do not wish to im[)os(‘ mysiif 
on you. 

Since you arc expecting a child, pcrhaiis I mipjit he useful to 
you. Ill any cas(g write and let me know. II’my (*oming is just 
possibh^, tell me, and tell me what entrama! ('xaminalions I 
must pass, and what is the lati^st date at which I can n^gistor as a 
student, I am so luu'vous at the prospect ofmy ih^parlurc that I 
canh speak of anything else until I get your answer. 1 hr*g of 
you, then, write to me at once, and I stmd a.ll my h to both of 
you. You can put me up anywhere; I shall not hotlier you; 1 
promise that I shall not be a bon^. or create disorder. 1 implore 
you to answer rnc, but very I rankly. 

If Bronya did not reply by telegram it was bccaustt teh^grams 

were a ruinous luxury. If Mauya did, not lling herst^If into the 
first traiin it was because she had to organis<i th<* great depariurit 
first, with parsimonious economy. She spread out on the table 
all the roubles she possessed, and to them her father, at tlie last 
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moment, added a little sum which for him was an important 
one. And she began her calculations. 

So much for the passport, so much for the railway. It would 
be sheer flightiness to take a third-class ticket from Warsaw to 
Paris—the cheapest way in Russia and France. There existed in 
Germany—thank God!—^railway carriages of the fourth class, 
without compartments, almost as bare as freight cars: a bench 
on each of the four sides and an empty space in the middle 
where, seated on a folding chair, one was not badly off. 

Practical Bronya’s recommendation was not forgotten: to 
take along everything necessary to life, so as to have no un¬ 
foreseen expenses in Paris. Manya’s mattress, her bedclothes, 
her sheets and towels, would leave long in advance, by freight. 
Her linen, made of strong cloth, her clothes, her shoes and her 
two hats were collected on a couch near which—unique and 
gorgeous purchase!—gaped the big wooden trunk, brown and 
bulging, very rustic but very solid, on which the girl had 
lovingly had painted her initials in broad black letters: M.S. 

With the mattress gone and the trunk registered, there 
remained all sorts of awkward packets for the traveller, her 
companions on the journey: food and drink for three days on 
the train, the folding chair for the German carriage, books, a 
little bag of caramels, a quilt. ... 

It was only after she had lodged these burdens in the net of 
the compartment and reserved her place on the narrow, hard 
bench that Manya stepped down to the platform again. How 
young she looked in her big threadbare coat, with her fresh 
cheeks and grey eyes which sparkled to-day with unwonted 
fever! 

Suddenly moved, tormented again by scruples, she kissed her 
father and overwhelmed him with tender, timid words which 
were almost excuses: 

^T shall not be away long. . . . Two years, three years at the 
longest. As soon as I have finished my studies, and passed a 
few examinations, Ill come back, and we shall live together and 
never be separated again. . . . Isn’t that right?’’ 

“Yes, my little Manyusya,” the professor murmured in a 
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rather hoarse voir<‘, ('.las[Hnf' the girl in his anus. “Come back 
quickly. Work h.uth (iooUluck!” 

lu the night picared with wliistlcs anti the. clank of old 
iron thti r(nirtluc,l:is.s canhigt! was passing ac.ro.s,s (r<;nnany. 
Crouc.hctl down on Ina- itthliiig c.hair, her Icj-s mullltal up, ber 
luggage which .she carefully tauintt'd from time to time -piled 
close around her, M'anya lasted hta- divint'. joy. .Slu; mused 
U()on tilt- past, upon this magic departun- for which .she had 
waited so long. She tried to imagine the fuiuna lu h(;r 
humility she thought that .she woidd soon he hack agtiin in her 
native town, that she wmdd fmd a snug little (tlata^ as ttneher 
there. . . . 

Sht^ wtus far, very far, from thinking that when she (altered 
this train .sIh' had at last chost'n lielws'cn oI)S(un'ily and a blazing 
light, between the iiettiness of e(|nal days ami an immense life. 



PART TWO 



CHAPTER VIII 


Paris 


T he finest quarters of Paris were not those between La 
Villette and the Sorbonne, and the journey was neither 
rapid nor comfortable. From the Rue d’Allemagne,’** 
where Bronya and her husband lived, a double-decked omnibus 
drawn by three horses, and equipped with a little corkscrew 
staircase by which one mounted to the dizzy '^'imperiar* on top, 
led to the Gare de I’Est, From the Gare de FEst to the Rue des 
Ecoles there was another omnibus. 

Naturally it was on to the ‘^'imperial,” exposed to all weathers 
—so much more economical and amusing!—that Manya 
climbed, holding the old portfolio of worn leather which she 
had already carried to the Floating University. The young girl 
craned her neck and stared eagerly from her perch on this 
moving observatory, where the winter wind hardened her 
cheeks. What did she care about the commonplaceness of the 
interminable Rue Lafayette or the dismal succession of shops on 
the Boulevard Sebastopol? These little shops, these stripped 
elm-trees, this crowd, this smell of dust—all this was Paris: 
Paris at last. 

How young one felt in Paris, how powerful, trembling and 
swelling with hope! And, for a little Polish girl, what a wonder¬ 
ful feeling of liberation! 

At the moment when Manya, dulled by the tiresome journey, 
descended from the train to the smoky platform of the Gare du 
Nord, the familiar grip of servitude was suddenly loosened, her 
* Now the Avenue Jean-Jaur^s. 
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shoulders straightciuxl^ her lungs and luxirt felt at ease. For the 
first time she was breath,itig the air ofa IVcm'. country, and in her 
enthusiasm (werything s<xuued miraculous: miraculous that tlic 
passers-by wlio loiUaxxl along the pavemumi spok('; Uu^ language 
they wanted to speak, miraculous that; the l)ook-*s('.llcrs sold 
works from the whole world witlioui restraint. . , . Ik^fore and 
above everything cls<^, it was miraxailous that th,(\se straight 
avenues, inclined in a genth^ slope tovwird the hca.rt oftlui city, 
were leading h<a',Manya. Sklodovska, to the widoopcm doors ofa 
university. And what a univtu'sity! '.riu^ most lamotis; the one 
descril)ed centuries ago as ’‘hin ab!*idg<uuent of the Univ<u'S(!:’l; 
the very one of which, Lulluu' had said: 'Mt is in Paris that we 
find the most cel<d)rat<xl and most exct'lhuit of schools: it is 
called the Sorbonne.” Tlu' a.dvcn(urc wa.s fit for a (airy tale. 
This slow, icy, disorderly omnibus was the (mchantcxl carriages 
which took the poor fair prine<‘ss from her moch^st lodging to the 
l)alacc of licr ilreams. 

The carriage crossed tlu^ Seine and <'verything around Mauya 
became delightful: the two arms ol'tlu^ misty river, tlu^ maj(\stic 
islands full of grace, tlu'; mouuuumts, tin* sfpiarc^s, ami down 
there, on tlie left, the towers o(' NotroDann*. . . . To g(^t up 
the Bovdovard Saint-MIclud the hors(*s slowecl down to a 
walking pace. It was them thei e sh,e laid arrived! 

The student sciz<xl luu* portfolio and gatluu'cxl up tin* folds of 
her heavy woollen skirt. In lier haste she earel<*ssly bump(xl 
into one of her neighbours, and (*xeused hers<df timidly, in 
hesitating French, Then, having hxaptxl <lown tin* ste()s from 
the ‘imperial,” she was in the str(u*t, with intense fac<% running 
toward the iron gate of the palace. 

This palace of wisdom offered a rather unexpcctcxl pieUuxi in 
1891: the Sorhonne, which had Ixxui im(l(*r r<*construetion for 
six years, resembled some great python changing its skin. 
Behind the long new facade, still quite whit(^, the worn l>uildings 
of Richelieu’s day rubbed shoulders with builders* shautiexs re¬ 
sounding with the noise of the pick and slioveh This general 
hubbub put a picturesque disorder into student life. Tlu^ 
courses migrated from one hall to another as tin*: work advanced. 
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Some temporary laboratories had to be installed in the unused 
old houses of the Rue Saint-Jacques. But what did such things 
matter? This year, as in other years, you could read on the 
white poster stuck on the wall near the porter’s lodge: 

FRENCH REPUBLIC 
Faculty of Sciences—First Quarter 
Courses will begin at the Sorbonne on November 3, i8gi. 


The magic, sparkling words! 

With the small amount of money she had saved, rouble by 
rouble, the girl had won the right to listen to such lessons, among 
the innumerable ones listed in the complicated schedule on the 
poster, as it would please her to choose. She had her place in 
the experimental laboratories, where, guided and advised, she 
could handle apparatus without fumbling and succeed in some 
simple experiments. Manya was now—oh, delight!—a student 
in the Faculty of Science. 

In fact she was no longer called Manya, or even Marya: 
on her registration card she had written, in the French style, 
“Marie Sklodovska.” But as her fellow-students could not suc¬ 
ceed in pronouncing the barbarous syllables of “Sklodovska,” 
and the little Polish girl gave nobody the right to call her Marie, 
she kept a sort of mysterious anonymity. Often in the echoing 
galleries young men would encounter this shy and stubborn¬ 
faced girl with soft, light hair, who dressed with an austere and 
poverty-stricken distinction, and would turn to each other in 
surprise, asking: “Who is it?” But the answer, if there were one, 
! was vague. “It’s a foreigner with an impossible name. She is 
I always in the first row at the physics courses. Doesn’t talk 
i much.” The boys’ eyes would follow her graceful outline as it 
i disappeared down the corridor, and then they would conclude: 
“Fine hair!” The ash-blonde hair and the little Slavic head 
were, for a long time to come, the only identification the 
students at the Sorbonne had for their timid comrade. 
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But young men were wliat interested this girl least at the 
moment. She was entirely laseinated liy e<>rtain grave gentle¬ 
men from wliom she wishcxl to extract their sennits, named 
“professors of superior instruction.” According to the honour¬ 
able rule of the period, tlu-y gavc^ tlu-ir coursc-s dre.ss<xl in 
white ties and evening clothes elernaliy spotted with chalk. 
Marie lived in contemplation of the.se solemn garments unci 
grey beards. 

On the day Ixifore yest(“relay it was M. Ei|)pnianif.s (U)urs(^, so 
weighty and logical. Yesterday she; had h('ard M. Houty, who.se 
(extraordinary simian head (•oncealed (nsisures of science. 
Maii(^ would have; lilmd to hear ;U1 (in; Ic.ssons and know all the 
twenty-t.lir<;e professors wlnsse names were inscribed on tin; white 
poster. It seenuid to h(;r that .she could lueve'r api)(;us(; the great 
tliirst within her. ’ 

Unfures(x:n obstacles had sudde'iily raised tluanseives Ix'fore 
her during the fmst w(;ek,s. She had (iiouglit tliut sin; kn(;w 
Irench perfectly; she hail I)(;(;n wrong;. Some (;n(ir(; seenU'nce's, 
when said too rapidly, (“scajK-d licr. She thought she had luul 
sufficient .sc.icntilic pr(;paration to pursin; the, courses of (he 
university. But her solitary work in tin; country, in the 
govortutss’s room at “Szczuki, near Brzasnysz," (In; knowl(;(Ige 
she had acquinxl by corr(;spon(l(;ni;(; with M. Sklodovski, and 
tint (txpennntuts attctmjtted by ho(>k or <;r(n)k in tin; Musitnm ()f 
Industry and Agri(;ultare, did not take tin; plain; of tin; .solid 
baccalaureate training of the Baris schools. In mathematics and 
physics Marie discovered enormous holes in her “cailtun;.” 
Blow she would havit to work to win (In; enviabh;, magnifutent 
title, which she coveted every instant: Mtister of Sciitncel* 

Paul Appell was lecturing to-day: clarity of exposition and 
picturesque style. Maiio was one of the first to arrivttj in the 
graded amphitheatre, stingily lighted by tin; December day, she 
had chosen her place down near the chair. Bin; methodically 
arranged her penhold(;r and tin; grey-covered copybook in 
whi<:h she would taki; riot(;s before long in her fiin; regular 
writing. She became absorbed in advance, eoncentratiiig her 
* Liccnci^o 6s Sciences. 
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attention, without even hearing the mounting roar of chatter 
which the professor’s entrance brutally interrupted. 

How surprising was the tense silence which certain masters 
knew how to create without a word! Appell was speaking now. 
Stoop-shouldered young men with fine faces worn by in¬ 
tellectual work wrote down the equations which the professor’s 
hand traced on the blackboard. There were none but the most 
passionate students. Make way for mathematics! 

In his stiff tail coat, with his square beard, Appell was a 
superb figure. He developed the exposition in his calm voice, 
v/eighted by his slight Alsatian accent, which articulated each 
syllable so weU. His demonstrations were always so clear and 
elegant that they seemed to juggle perils away and put the 
world at his merey. Powerful and tranquil, he ventured into the 
most tenuous regions of knowledge, he played with numbers, 
with the stars; and as he was not afraid of imagery he pro¬ 
nounced in the most natural tones, accompanying the words 
with the easy gesture of a great property owner: 

“I take the sun, and I throw it . . 

The Polish girl on her bench smiled with ecstasy. Under her 
great swelling forehead her grey eyes, so pale, were illuminated 
with happiness. How could anybody find science dry? Was 
there anything more enthralling than the unchangeable rules 
which governed the universe, or more marvellous than the 
human intelligence which could discover them? How empty all 
novels seemed, and how fairy tales lacked imagination alongside 
these extraordinary phenomena, related among themselves by 
harmonious principles—^this order in apparent disorder! An 
impulse comparable only to love sprang up from the soul of the 
girl toward the infinite of knowledge, toward things and their 
laws. 

‘T take the sun, and I throw it . . .” 

It was worth while struggling and suffering far away during 
all these years to hear that little phrase pronounced by the 
peaceful and majestic scientist. 

Marie was perfectly happy. 
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Casimir Dliiski [Ihvnja's hushand] lo his father-in-law M 
Sklodovski: ’ 

92 rue (rAlIem;if>;u(i. 

ConsuUiag hours IVoiu oik; lo i1u'<h'. 

Free consultations Mondays aiul 'Ehursdays fruin 7 to 8, 

Dear and itoNOURKo Sir, 

. . Flverything is going viu'y well with us. Madiuuoisdlc 

Marie is working .s<u-iously; she [lassi-s nearly all her time at the 
Sorboune and we meet only at the (wiuiing nusd. She. is a very 
in<lei)eud<;nL young person, and in siiite ollhe Cormal power of 
attorney by which you iilar.ed Iier under my protection, she not 
only show.s iik*. no n^speet or oiiedienci', but does not c.are aliout 
my authority and my sm'iousness at all. 1 hope to redue.e her to 
reason, but u[) to now my iiedagogieal talents have not [iroved 
clRcacious. In spite ol all this w<‘ umh'rstand each otlu'.r very 
well and live in the most iierh-e.l agreenumt. 

I await llrouya’s arrival with impatiinice. My young lady 
does not seem to be in a hurry to g<>t home, where her presmiee 
would nevertheless be viuy usc-l'ul and where .slut is imie.h in 
demand. 

I may add that Mile Marict is perhattly well and looks it. 

With all ray respect. 

Such were tint first tidings Dr. Dluski gave of his little sister- 
in-law, whom he had installed in the Rue trAlhtinagiut in the 
absence ol'Bronya, delaiuetl tor a few we.ihs in Poland. It need 
liaidly bo said that Marie had r(;e,eivt“d a channing weU'.onie 
from this sarcastic young man. Among till the Polish exiles who 
kept life and soul togetlutr in Paris, Brouya had (|uit<t simply 
chosen the most hautlsorae, the most brilliant and the witti<;st. 
And what devouring activity! Casimir Dluski luid been a 
student at Petersburg, Odt^ssa and Wai'saw. Obliged to lice 
from Russia because he was suspee.ted of comjilieity in the 
assassination of Alexander II, htt became a rcvoluliomiry 
publicist in Geneva, then a student at the St'.hool of Ihilitical 
Science in Paris, then medical student and finally a doctor. He 
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had a rich fanaily somewhere in Poland; and in France, in the 
files of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a lamentable document 
inspired by the reports of the Tsar’s police—a document which 
would always keep him from obtaining his naturalisation and 
settling in Paris. 

On her return to their lodging Bronya was greeted by the 
acclamations of her husband and her sister. As Gasimir’s letter 
indicated, the experienced housekeeper was urgently required 
to take over the management of the house. A few hours after her 
arrival order reigned again, as if by miracle, in the little flat on 
the second floor, with its big balcony giving on the trees of the 
Rue d’Allemagne. The cooking became full of taste again, the 
dust disappeared, and flowers bought in the market ornamented 
the vases. Bronya had a genius for organisation. 

It was she who had had the idea of leaving the centre of Paris 
to take lodging near the park of Buttes-Ghaumont in La Villette. 
Having borrowed a little money, she made mysterious visits to 
the auction rooms, and one fine morning the flat was found to 
be equipped with gracefully curved Venetian furniture, an 
upright piano, some prettily draped curtains. The atmosphere 
was made. With the same ingenuity the young wife arranged 
the employment of everybody’s time. At certain hours the 
doctor’s office belonged to Gasimir, who there received his 
first clients from among the butchers at the slaughter-houses; at 
other times Bronya used it for her first consultations in women’s 
diseases. The couple worked hard, hurrying from house to 
house to visit their patients. 

But when evening came and the lamps were lighted they 
threw their worries aside. Gasimir Dluski loved amusements. 
The most painful effort or the most complete poverty could not 
make him lose his animation and wit. After long, laborious days 
he would organise an evening at the theatre in the cheapest seats; 
or if money was lacking he would sit down at the piano, for he 
played marvellously well. As time passed, friends would ring at 
the door—young couples from the Polish colony, who knew that 
“one could always go to the Dluskis’.” Bronya disappeared and 
appeared again. The tea was steaming, and there appeared on 
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the tabic, bc.tvv(;<;u the syrui) and tlu; IVesh water, .some cakes 
which the doctor-wife had just had liau; to make, that very 
aRernoou, between two cousullatious. 

One cveuiuij; when Marie, lauU. over a book in her litth, room 
at the end oflhe aparlun'iit, was inv.parin!^ to work in solitude 
for part of'tlie night, )u;r I)rotIier-in-Iaw made an irruption. 

“Your coal and hat, ([uick! 1 have free tickets, and we’iv all 
three going to a concert.” 

“But . . 

“No ‘bnts’J It’s tfu' P(»Ii.sli pianist f told you about, 'riua’c arc 
very few seats taken, and we’ve ab.sohifely got to hc-lp the poor 
boy out by filling the hall. I’ve; already recruited a whole 
crowd, and we’ll ai)plaud until our hands crack, .so it’ll schmu to 
be a SUCCC.S.S anyhow. . . . And if you only ku<!w how well he 
plays!” 

It was iini)ossible to losist the eoiupelling fonxi of Dlu.ski, the 
big (hu k-lxxud<xl chwil who.s(i bla<‘k <'yt;.s weaxj td(X'trie with 
gaiety. Marie closed her book. Tlu^ door ol’ tlie apartment 
slammed; the throe young peoph; tumbled down the stairs and 
ran as fast as they couhl to catch their omnihus, just ])tdling up 
with the trot of its heavy horses. 

A little lat(;r, seaUxl in the Salle Erartl -which was thn;e- 
quarters empty- - Marit'. saw a long, thin young man apjxair on 
the idatform, his hair in a luilo of red and eoppe.r (xilours, full of 
flames, about his ('xt,raorclinary iacua lie sat dovvn at tlx* black 
piano. Under his subtle lingers Ei.szt, S(Bumaun and (Ihopin 
(,amc to life. His lace was imperious and noble, his in.s[)ircd 
eyes looked far away. . . . The girl list(anHl with intoxication 
to this strange performer who, in his thxtiudbarc (;oiit, before the 
almost deserted rows of seats, seemed, not at all ;i prior Jirtist 
making his first appearance Ixit an cngieror or a gixl. 

The musician was to come to the B.tic d’Allcmagne sometimes 
in the evenings, accompanied by the exquisite young woman, 
Mme Gorska, whom he had fallen in love with anti was tiftcr- 
wards to marry. He spoke without bitterness of his miscrtiblc 
life, of his disappointments, of his struggles. Bronya and Marie 
recalled with Mme Gorska the distant period when slug then 
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aged sixteen, had accompanied their mother Mme Sklodovska 
on a journey to take the cure. “When she came back to 
Warsaw,” Bronya remembered, laughing, “Mamma said she 
would never dare take you to a watering-place again, because 
you"were too beautiful!” 

Seized by a hunger for music, the young man with the fiery 
mane would interrupt all talk to strike some chords. Then, by a 
stroke of magic, the poor upright piano at the Dluskis’ instantly 
turned into a sublime instrument. 

That pianist was half-starved and charming. He was in love, 
nervous, happy, unhappy. He was to be a virtuoso of genius 
and, one day, prime minister of a Poland reconstructed and set 
free. 

His name was Ignace Paderewski. 

Marie flung herself ardently into whatever her new existence 
offered. She worked as if in a fever. She also discovered the joys 
of comradeship, of that solidarity which university work creates. 
But, still too shy to make friends with the French, she took 
refuge among her compatriots: two mathematicians. Miles 
Kraskovska and Dydynska, Dr. Motz, the biologist Danysz, 
Stanislav Szalay, who was to enter the Sklodovski family later 
by marrying Hela, the young Wojciechovski—a future president 
of the Polish Republic—^became her friends in that colony which 
formed a little island of free Poland in the Latin Quarter. 

These poor students organised Christmas suppers for which 
benevolent cooks prepared the special Warsaw dishes: burning 
barszcz, the colour of amaranth, cabbage with mushrooms, 
stuffed pike, cakes with poppy-seed, a little vodka and floods 
of tea. Theatrical performances took place in which Polish 
amateur actors interpreted comedy and drama. The pro¬ 
gramme of these evenings—^printed in Polish, of course—was 
illuminated by symbolic pictures: at the top, in a snow-covered 
plain, was a hut; lower down a garret where a dreaming boy 
bent over his books. A Father Christmas, too, who poured 
scientific manuals down the chimney into a laboratory. In the 
foreground an empty purse, nibbled at by rats. ... 
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Marie parlicipati^d in ilic.se rev(d.s. 8he luul not. iho l,n.sur(> to 
learn parts and play them, hut at a patriotic party given'by the 
sculptor W;i.sziukov.ski it was slu; who was chostni to incarnate 
the chief cliaractcr in tin; liviujr {)ictnres: “I'olaiul hiauikincv lu>r 
bonds.” 

I ho severe little student beeanu^ an unknown woman that 
night; dre.ssed in a tunic in anti(|ue slyh; slie wor<i long veils in 
the; national colonns drain'd round her, and her loo.sened hair 
fell on her shouldens. In folds of ponu^grauatc; el<nii, with her 
tian.s])at(;nL skin, her blonde liair and her rcsohiU; lace with its 
Slavic cheek-bones, she presented to th<;se exiles tln^ pie.tnre of 
their race. 

It may be seen that iKutlaa' Marie ner her .sLstta' had h^ft 
Wansaw, in spite of (i.xile and distance. By instinct they had 
cluKSen t(» liv(; in the Rue (rAllemagne, on the <'<Ig(; of the great 
city into which tliey still did lug dare pemgratt', near the (hire du 
Nord and the trains which had brought them to l''ranee. 'I'heir 
fatherland was with them, holtling them by a thomsand bonds - 
oi which the letters they e.xehanged with tlu-.ir father wen; not 
the weakest. These W(;ll-brought-up and d(;f(;reutial yonng 
ladies, who still wrote to M. Sklodovski in tlie third piason* and 
ended each letter by “1 kiss my little; father's hand.s,” gave the 
old in;m long accounts of their pi(;ture.s(iu(; livi's and charged 
him with all sorts of eommi.ssions. It n(;v<;r occ.urnid to them 
that one could buy tea anywhere but in Warsaw, or that in case 
of stiict necessity it might be jiossible to find a reasonably 

priced pressing ironin France. ... 

Bronya to M. Sklodovski: 

... I should be very grateful to my dear little father if ho 
could send me two pounds ofonlinarytea, at two roubles twenty. 
Aside from tliat we don’t need a thing; nor does Maiiya. 

Wc arc vci-y well. Manya looks very well ami it seems to me 
that the laborious life she leads does not tire her at all. . . . 

Sklodovski to Bronya: 

Dear Bronya, I am very glad the pressing iron k all right. I 

* In Polish the polite or foruxal mode of address is in i\w. third pvmm. 
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had to choose it myself, and I feared that it was not altogether 
what you wanted. I didn’t know who to get to make this pur¬ 
chase, any more than the others. Even though they were within 
the feminine domain, I had to busy myself with them. 

Naturally, Marie gave her father an account of the evening at 
the sculptor’s studio, and of her personal triumph as Polonia. 
But this time the professor was not enthusiastic: 

M, Sklodovski to Marie^ January 1892: 

• Dear Manya, your last letter saddened me. I deplore your 
taking such active part in the organisation of this theatrical 
representation. Even though it be a thing done in all innocence, 
it attracts attention to its organisers, and you certainly know 
that there are persons in Paris who inspect your behaviour with 
the greatest care, who take note of the names of those who are in 
the forefront and who send information about them here, to be 
used as might be useful. This can be the source of very great 
annoyance, and even forbid such persons access to certain 
professions. Thus, those who wish to earn their bread in 
Warsaw in the future without being exposed to various dangers 
will find it to their interest to keep quiet, in a retreat where they 
may remain unknown. Events such as concerts, balls, etc., are 
desciibed by certain correspondents for newspapers, who 
mention names. It would be a great grief to me if your name 
were mentioned one day. This is why, in my previous letters, 
I have made a few criticisms, and have begged you to keep to 
yourself as much as possible. ... 

Was it M. Sklodovski’s firm authority or was it rather 
Manya’s good sense that rebelled against such sterile agitation? 
The girl very soon observed that these harmless diversions kept 
her from working in peace. She drew away from them. She 
had not come to France to figure in living pictures, and every 
minute she did not consecrate to study was a minute lost. 

Another problem presented itself. In the Rue d’Allemagne, 
life was charming and sweet; but Marie could not find perfect 
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concentration tlicrc. Hhc could not stop (lasiinir I'nnn playiutj 
the piano, receiving (riciuLs, or c.omiug into lici- room while she 
was solving a dillicult (.cpiation; sln^ could not stop the young 
doctor’s [latients front breaking into tlie liousc. At night she was 
abruptly wakened by the ring of (he bell and (ini n)o(s(i>ps of 
inessengers who came to get Bronya for the e.onfmemenC of 
some butcher’s wile. 

Above all, it was (.erribly inconvenient to live in La Villettc- 
one hour’s jounn-y to (he Sorbonne! And the price of two 
omnibus lares was, in (he long run, c.sorbitant. After a family 
council of war, it was decidi'd (hat Marie should go (o live in the 
Latin (Quarter, near the university, (he laboratorh-s and the 
libraries. I he Dluskis insisted on lending (he gdrl (he linv francs 
that her moving would cost, and on the ni'jct morning Marie 
started her campaign, visiting attics to I<‘t, 

It was not without regret that she left tin- little (hit in the 
neighbourhood of the slaughter-house, lost in jirosaic. surround- 
ings but filleil as it was with timderm'ss, courage and good 
temper. Between Marie and (lasituir Dluski a fraternal 
alleetion had been formed which was to last out (heir lives. 
Between Marie and .Bronya a nuignilicimt romance had been 
unfolding for years jiast: the romanee of .sacrifice and devotion 
of mutual help. ’ 

Weighed down by her pregnancy, Bronya supi-rvi.sed the 

pauving (>{ heu* youugcir .si.sl(a'\s poor hc^Iongings, vvhio.h were 
piled up on a luiudcart lor tlu^ short journey. And, the 

liunoiis^ omnibus once a^niin, passing from ‘hmpcaiaf to 
iiupui<ilj (tasimir and his yonng wift^ sc^lt^muly ae<!ompaiii(Kl 
the little one as far as her studentfs lodging. 


CHAPTER IX 


Forty Roubles a Month 


Y es, Marie’s existence had still further to be despoiled 
and made bare. The few months she had lived in the 
Rue d’Allemagne had been a stage in acclimatisation. 
Now the girl sank slowly into solitude. The beings she rubbed 
shoulders with existed for her no more than the walls she 
touched in passing, and conversation hardly cut iu upon the 
silence in which she enveloped her hours. For more than three 
solid years she was to lead a life devoted to study alone: a life 
in conformity with her dreams, a “perfect” life in the sense in 
which that of the monk or the missionary is perfect. 

Her life had to be of monastic simplicity in any case : for since 
Marie had voluntarily deprived herself of the board and 
lodging she had had at the Dluskis’, she had to meet her ex¬ 
penses herself. And her income—made up by her own savings, 
divided into slices, and the small suras her father could send her 
—resolved itself into forty roubles a month. 

How could a woman, a foreigner, live decently in Paris in 
1892 with forty roubles a month., three francs a day,payingfor her 
own room, meals, clothes, paper and books, as well as her fees at 
the university? Such was the problem the young student had 
urgently to solve. But Marie never failed to find the solution of a 
problem. 

Mar^a to her brother Joseph, March i‘]th, 1892: 

You have no doubt learned from Father that I decided to live 
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nearer to the scheols, :us it had bcc.onK! nec('.sKary for several 
rcasoas, above all lor the iirescait (piaHer. The plan is now 
realised: I amwrilin.ii; to yon, in I'aet, I'roiu my new lodging, 3 Rue 
Flatters. It is a little room, very suilabh', and also very dKan 
In a (juarUa’ ol an hour I ean lie in (in' eheiuisti’y lalxtratory 
in twenty minutes a,t the Sorbonne. Malurally, witimut the 
Dluskis’ help I should new'r have been able |o arran-a' (hinivl 
like this. ■ 'S!' 

I am working a thousand times as ha.nl a,s a( the beginnin<>- of 
my .stay: in the Rue d’Alhanagne my little brother-in-law had 
the habit of disturbing me endle,ssly. 1 b- absolutely <a)uld not 
endure having me <lo anything but engage; in agreeable ehatler 
with him when I was at home. I had to deelare wa,r on him on 
this subject. After a lew days bronya and he Ix-gan to had badly 
sd)out me, and lh<;y eame to s(;e me. We drtmk tea, haeludor 
lashion, and then we went downstairs to see the S.s, who also 
live here. 

Is your wife taking care of Fatluv, as she promised nu;? het 
her takc^carc, just the same, not to eut me <mt altog’etlu'r at 
home! Father is beginning to speak oflna' a litth; too iViuhady 
and I am afraid Unit he will be lorg(;tting me so(m. 

Malic was not the only student who lived on ;i hundred francs 
a month in the Latin (Quarter: most of h.er Polish eornrades 
were lis poor as she was. Some lived by threes or fours in the 
same lodging and took their meals (ogiuheig others, who lived 
alone, clevotcd several hours a day to housekiu'ping, cooking 
and sewing, and by sheer ingenuity ate as mmdi ;is llu’y wanted’ 
shod and clothed thcimelves in greater or le,sser (degatua;. 'I’his 
WM the method adopted earlier by Bronya, whose talents as a 
prize cook had been celebrated among her comrades. 

Marie disdained to f(,)llow such wise examples: she was too 
fond of her tranquillity to share her lodging with a Iriend or 
and too haunted by work to bother about her own eomfort. 
hven il she had wished to do so, for that mattm-, she would 
have been incapable of it: the girl who had been a governess 
m strange families at .seventeen, giving seven or eight hours of 
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lessons a day, had never found time or occasion for learning 
how to keep house. Everything that Bronya had learned when 
she was mistress of her father’s house was unknown to Marie. 
And rumour had it, in the Polish colony, that “Mademoiselle 
Sklodovska doesn’t know what you use to make soup.” 

She did not know, and she did not want to know. Why 
should she pass a morning initiating herself into the mysteries of 
a broth, when she might have been learning several pages of 
physics or making an interesting analysis in the laboratory? 

By deliberate intention she had suppressed diversions from 
her schedule, as well as friendly meetings and contact with 
human beings. In the same way she decided that material life 
had no importance; that it did not exist. And, fortified by this 
principle, she made for herself a Spartan existence, strange and 
inhuman. 

Rue Flatters, Boulevard Port-Royal, Rue des Feuillantines. 
... All the rooms Marie was to inhabit were ahke in discom¬ 
fort and cheapness of rent. The first was situated in a poorly 
furnished house where students, doctors and officers of the 
neighbouring garrison lived. Later on the girl, in search of 
absolute calm, was to take an attic like a servant’s room at the 
top of a middle-class house. For fifteen or twenty francs a 
month she found a tiny nook which was lit from a loop-hole 
giving directly on the slope of the roof. Through this skylight 
appeared a small square of the sky. There was no heat, no 
lighting, no water. 

Marie furnished this place with all the objects she possessed: 
an iron folding bed, the mattress she had brought from Poland, 
a stove, a white wooden table, a kitchen chair, a wash-basin; a 
petroleum oil lamp, covered by a twopenny shade; a pitcher 
which she had to fill at the tap on the landing; an alcohol heater 
about as big as a saucer, which was to cook her meals for the 
next three years; two plates, a knife, a fork, a spoon, a cup, a 
stewpan; and finally a kettle and three glasses into which, 
according to Polish custom, the student would pour tea when 
the Dluskis came to see her. On the occasions—^very rare at 
present-—when Marie received visitors, the rights of hospitality 
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were asserted: the girl liglitcd the little stove, whoso zigzag pipe 
described complicated angles in tlu; room, a,nd fi)r a seat she 
pulled out ol its corner the hulgitig brown trunk which sei'vcd 
her as wardrobe and chest of (Ira wcis. 

No service, of course: even one hour ordeaning a day woidd 
have overweighted the expense side of the Inidgxit. 'IVans- 
portation costs were suppressed: Marie went to th<; .Sorhonm"; on 
foot in all weathers. C<oal was kept down to a niiniinuiu: om; or 
two sacks ol lum[)s” lor the winter, whicli (he girl bought I'roiu 
the merchant on the corner and hoisted up tin* stet'p stairs lua'“ 
sell to the sixth floor, bucketful l)y buck('(lid, stopping at each 
floor to breathe. Lights were at a minimum: as soon as night 
fell, the student took refuge in that blessed asylum called the 
Library of Saiutc-Gencviiive, where (he g;is was lighl(xl and it 
was warm. Seated at one of the big rectangular tables witli her 
head in her hands, a poor Eolish girl could work until they 
closed the doors at ten o’clock. From tlum on all (hat was 
needed was enough oil to k('e[) tlu^ light going in her room 
until two in the morning, 'riuai, with her ('yes reddened by 
fatigue, Marie left her l)0(»ks and thrmv herst'lfou (he Ix'd. 

The only thing she knew how to do, in (he liumble practfoal 
domain, was to sew--a memory of (he “manual training” at the 
bikorski boarding school and of (he long days in Szezuki when 
the governess, as she supervised (he children’s st ndy, took up her 
sewing. ... It would be rash to conclude from (his (hat the 
exile ever, by chance, bought a bit ofstulf at a low price aiul 
made herself a new blouse. She sixmis to have sworn, on the 
contrary, never to give up her Warsaw dre.sses, and wore them, 
shiny, old-fasliioncd and threadbare, for ever. Hut she look 
great care of her clothes, cleaned them and mended tlu'm. She 
also condes<:endcd to wash her linen in a basin when she wa.s too 
tired to work and needed relaxation. 

Marie did not admit that she could be cold or hungry. In 
order not to buy coal—and through sheer cardcssne.ss too—shc 
often neglected to light the little stove with the twisted pipe, and 
wrote figures and equations without noticing that lu'r finm'rs 
were getting numb and her shoulders shaking. Hot .soup or a 
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bit of meat would have comforted her; but Marie did not know 
how to make soup. Marie could not spend a franc and lose 
half an hour to cook herself a chop. She hardly ever entered 
the butcher’s shop, much less the restaurant: it was too dear. 
For weeks at a time she ate notloing but buttered bread and tea. 
When she wanted a feast, she went into a creamery in the Latin 
Quarter and ate two eggs, or else bought herself a piece of 
chocolate or some fruit. 

On this diet the fresh, soUd girl who had left Warsaw a few 
months before rapidly grew anaemic. Often, as she was getting 
up from her table, her head would go round. She had just time 
to get to her bed when she would lose consciousness. Coming 
back to herself, she would ask why she had fainted; she would 
think herself ill and disdain her illness as she did everything else. 
It never occurred to her that she was dropping with weakness 
and that her only disease was that of starvation. 

Naturally, she did not boast of this superb organisation of 
existence to the Dluskis. Every time she went to see them she 
rephed in monosyllables to their questions on her progress as a 
cook, or on her daily menus. If her brother-in-law said she did 
not look well, she affirmed that she was overworked—^which 
was, in fact, in her eyes, the only reason for her fatigue. And 
then, dismissing such worries with a gesture of indifference, she 
would begin to play with her niece, Bronya’s baby, for whom 
she had great affection. 

But one day, when Marie fainted in front of one of her 
comrades, the latter hurried to the Rue d’AUemagne to warn 
the pair of young doctors. Two hours later Gasimir was leaping 
up the six flights of stairs to the attic where the girl, a little pale, 
was already studying to-morrow’s lesson. He examined his 
sister-in-law. He examined even more carefully the clean plates, 
the empty stewpan, and the whole room, in which he could 
discover only one comestible, a packet of tea. All at once he 
understood—and the questioning began. 

“What have you eaten to-day?” 

“To-day? I don’t know. I lunched a while ago.” 

“What ffid you eat?” Gasimir’s voice took her up implacably. 
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“Some clicrrics and . . . and all soils ortlun<;.s.'’ 

In tlic end Marie was obliged to eonCess: since the evening 
before she liad nibbled at a bnndh' ol'radishes and halfa jinnnd 
ofclienii'S- She had vv'orkixl until threi* tival luoruiug and had 
slept four hours, '.riien she had gone to the Sorbonue. On her 
retvu-n she had finislual the radishes. 'I’lu'ii she had fainted. 

The doctor made no long spi'ee.hes. I le wa.s furious furious 
{igainst Marie, whose ash-gny eyes looked at him with prol 
found fatigue and innocent mirth, furious at liiiusi'Ii; for he 
accused himself of not watching attentively enough ovi'r “the 
little one” who had been confuhal to him by M‘. Sklodov.ski. 
Without listening to his sister-in-law’s protests he handed her 
her hat and coat, and ordei'cd her to take tin; books and papers 
she would need for the coming wiek. 'riien, silent, dissatisfied 
unhappy, he carried her olfto fai Villette; from the tlueslmld of 
the flat he hailed Bronya, who daslu'd for the kitchen. 

Kwenty minutes piussixl, and Marie swallowed, mouthful by 
mouthfiil, the medicines ordered (or h<a‘ by (lasimir; an 
enormous underdone beefsteak ;uid a plateful oferackling fried 
potatoes. As if by a miracle, thecolonr came back to her cheeks. 
On the same evening Bronya herself came at eleven o’clock to 
put the light out in the narrow room where she had set up a bed 
for her sister. For several days Marie, well fed and caivil for, 
“took the cure” and regained Iicr streufdh. 'I’bcn, obsesseil by 
the approaching extuninations, she returned to her attic 
promising to be reasonable in the future. ’ 

And the next day she began again to live on air! 

Work! . . . Work! Plunged altogether into study, , in¬ 
toxicated by her progre.ss, Marie felt herself e(|ual to learning 
everything mankind had ever discoveretl. She attended courses 
in mathematics, physiex and chemistry. Manual teehniipie and 
the rninutc precision of seienti/ie. ex[)eriment became familiar to 
her, little by little; soon she was to have tlui joy of being charged 
by Professor Lippmann with researches of no gresit imijortaiuag 
which nevertheless permitted her to show her denue,ss and (he 
originality of her mind. In the physics laboratory of the 
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Sorbonne, a high and wide room queerly ornamented by two 
little staircases which led to an interior gallery, Marie Sklodov- 
ska timidly tried her strength. 

She had a passionate love for that atmosphere of attention 
and silence, the “climate” of the laboratory, which she was to 
prefer to any other up to her last day. She was on her feet, 
always on her feet, in front of an oak table supporting precision 
instruments, or else in front of the chemical hood where some 
material in fusion bubbled away, worried at by the fierce blow¬ 
pipe. She was hardly to be distinguished, in her big smock of 
Wrinkled linen, from the thoughtful young men who bent 
beside her over other blowpipes and other instruments. Like 
them, she respected the concentration of the place. She made 
no noise, she pronounced no useless word. 

One master’s degree was not enough: Marie decided to obtain 
two: one in physics and one in mathematics. Her plans, once so 
humble, increased and grew richer so rapidly that she had not 
the time—and above all not the audacity—to confide them to 
M. Sklodovski, who, as she knew, impatiently awaited her 
return to Poland. As usual, the excellent man oflfered his help. 
But it could be felt that he was vaguely worried at having 
hatched this independent creature who had taken to flying with 
her own wings after so many years of submission and sacrifice. 

M. Sklodovski to Bronya, March ^th, 1893: 

... Your last letter mentions for the first time that Manya 
intends to take her examinations for the master’s. She has never 
spoken to me about it in her letters, even though I have 
questioned her on the subject. Write me exactly when these 
examinations will take place, at what date Manya can hope to 
pass them, what are the fees for them and how much the 
diploma will cost. I must think of all this in advance so as to be 
able to send some money to Manya, and on this my personal 
plans will depend. 

... I intend to keep the lodging I now occupy for next year: 
for myself and for Manya—if she comes back—it is perfectly 
suitable. . . . Little by little Manya will work up a list of 
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pupils, and in. any case I am ready to share what I have with 
her. We shall manage without trouble. . . . 

Marie, however shy she might be, could not avoid meeting 
human beings every day. Some oCtlu^ stud(mts were cordial and 
friendly with her. Eorcigii woimm w<a'c; Iiighly r<;gard<xl at the 
Sorbomic. These [)oor girl.s, gc.nerally gillcd, coming from fur 
away to the university whicli the troncourts c.alh-d “tln^ imrsing 
mother of study,” inspired symi)athy among yoring Ereuchmeu. 
The Polish girl was tanual. Sh(^ discovenal that luu' c.ompanions, 
who were “grinds” for the most part, cstcanned her and wished 
to show her kindness—^.soimUimes more than kiiulness. Marie 
must have been very prc.tty: h<;r friend, Mlh; l)y<lyn,ska, a 
charming and somewliat over-e.Kcitcd young woman who had 
appointed herself as bodyguard, om; day thr<'a.tcmal to heat 
off a group of too eager adminu's with Inu- nnihn'lla. 

Allowing Mile Dydynska to rc|ad advances which left her in¬ 
different, the girl drew nearer to num who did not. pay court to 
her and with whom she could talk about her work. Bctwcum a 
physics lesson and a laboratory hour slu; would challta' with 
Paul Paiulevd, wlio was already a professor; with (Iharles 
Maurain or Jean Peirin --future [(iadm's of French scicrneo. 
These were distant comradeships. Mari<^ had no time to 
give to friendship or to love. She lovc.d matlunualics and 
physics. 

Her brain was so precise, her inteHig(;nce so marv<dlously 
clear, that no Slavic disord(n- intruded to corni[)t Inu- clfort. 
She was supported by a will of iron, by a maniacud tast<; for 
perfection, and by an incredibhi stubbornness. .Sys(<‘malically, 
patiently, she attained each of tin; lunls she luid s(;t for hei'self: 
she passed first in the master’s examination in pliysics in iSgs*" 
and second in the master’s in mathematics in IH94.-I- 

She had decided to learn the French hinguag<! jnu-fecdly, as it 
was indispensable to her; and instead t)f cooing im’.orr<;ct, sing¬ 
song sentences for years, as many Poles do, she learned her 

^ Licence 6s Sciences physi<iuea, 

t Licence 6s Sciences math6matiqiie.s. 
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spelling and syntax with infallible sureness, and hounded down 
the very last traces of her accent. Only a very slight rolling of 
the “r” was to remain ever afterward as one of the graces of her 
rather muted voice, so sweet and charming. 

With her forty roubles a month she succeeded in living, and 
even, by depriving herself of the indispensable, achieved some¬ 
times a certain amount of luxury: an evening at the theatre, a 
journey to the suburbs, whence she brought back flowers picked 
in the woods to glow for several days on her table. The little 
peasant of other days was not dead; lost in the great city, she lay 
in wait for the birth of the leaves, and as soon as she had a little 
time and money she hurried to tire woods. 

Marie to M. Sklodooski, April iStk, 1893: 

The other Sunday I went to Le Rainey, near Paris, in a 
pretty and agreeable neighbourhood. The lilacs and the fruit 
trees, even the apples, were in full bloom and the air was filled 
with the scent of flowers. 

In Paris the trees get green as early as the beginning of April. 
Now the leaves have sprung out and the chestnuts are bloom¬ 
ing. It is as hot as in summer: everytliing is green. In my room 
it is beginning to be torrid. Luckily in July, when I shall be 
working for my examinations, I shall not be here any more, for 
I have taken the lodging only to the eighth of July. 

The nearer the examinations come, the more I am afraid of 
not being ready. At the worst, I shall wait until November, but 
that will make me lose my summer, which doesn’t appeal to 
me. For that matter, we must wait and see. ... 

July: Fever, haste, agonising trials, crushing mornings when, 
shut in with thirty students in the examination hall, Marie was 
so nervous that the letters danced before her eyes and she could 
not even read the fateful paper for several minutes, with its 
statement of the problem and the “questions on the course.” 
When the composition was turned in, there came days of 
waiting until the solemn moment of publication of the results. 
Marie slipped in among the contestants and their families, 



MADAMIC CURIK 


ii8 

crowded into tlic uraphitlicatrc where th<i uuiues ol' Uu; elect 
would be read aloud, in ordci' of in(;rit. l’usK<;d and shoved 
about as she was, she waited for tlie (nitranee ol'tlie examiner. 
And in a sudden silence .she heard him pronounce first of all her 
own name: Marie Sklodovska. 

Nobody was to guess her mnotion. Slie tore hersidf away from 
the congratulations of her comrades, escaped from the crowd 
and made olf. The time for liolidays had come now -for the 
departure to Poland and home. 

Such homecomings among the poor Poles had their rites, 
wliich Marie scrupulously observed. She moved her furnilure-j- 
bed, stove and utensils- -into safety with a compati-iot rich 
enough to keep her Paris lodging during th,e summer months. 
She took leave of her ganxt: before (putting' it for ever, .she 
cleaned it thoroughly. She said good-hye to the condcri’e, whom 
she would not see again, and bought .some provisions for her 
joui'ncy. Having counted up what she had lel'l, slu^ went into a 
big .shop and did what she had not done for a year: she. looked 
for trinkets, for scarves. . . . 

It was accounted a shame to return to one’s native land with 
money in the pocket, (hand style, suprenu' elegance, custom, 
required one to sjiend literally (werything on [ii'esmits I'or one’s 
family and got into the train at tin; (Jare du Nord without a .sou. 
Was this not a wise counse? Two thousand kilometres away, at 
the other end of the rails, thei'e were M . Sklodovski andJ’o,sei)h 
and Hela, a familiar roof to sleep under, as much food as one 
could eat, and a seamstress who, for a fewcould cut out 
and sew linen and big woollen dre.sses: the dres.se.s which Marie 
would wear when she came back to the Sorhonne again in 
November. 

She was to rcapj)oar tlu're clu'crful and a hit too fat, having 
been stuffed with food for three mouths in all the, houses of all 
the Sklodovskis in Poland, indignant as they were at her thin¬ 
ness. And again she laced a scholastic, year in which she would 
work, learn, prepare an examination, grow thin. 

But each time autumn returned tlic same anxiety as.saikd 
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Marie: how could she go back to Paris? Where was she to find 
money? Forty roubles at a time—^her savings were being ex¬ 
hausted; and she thought with shame of the little pleasures her 
father deprived himself of to come to her help. In 1893 the 
situation seemed desperate and the girl was on the point of 
giving up the journey when a miracle took place. That same 
Mile Dydynska who had defended her with an umbrella the 
year before now extended even more opportune protection. 
Certain that Marie was destined to a great future, she moved 
heaven and earth in Warsaw to have the Alexandrovitch 
Scholarship assigned to her—a scholarship for students of merit 
who wished to pursue their efforts abroad. 

Six hundred roubles! Enough to live on for fifteen months! 
Marie, who knew so well how to ask favours for other people, 
would never have thought of soliciting this help, and above all 
could never have had the boldness to make the necessary 
approaches. Dazzled and enchanted, she took flight for France. 

Marie to her brother Joseph, September i^th, 1893: 

... I have already rented my room, on the sixth floor in a 
clean and decent street which suits me very well. Tell Father 
that in that place where I was going to take a room there was 
nothing free, and that I am very satisfied with this room: it has 
a window that shuts tight, and when I have arranged it 
properly it should not be cold here, especially as the floor is of 
wood and not tiles. Compared to my last year’s room it is a 
veritable palace. It costs one hundred and eighty francs a year, 
and is therefore sixty francs cheaper than the one Father spoke 
to me about. 

I hardly need say that I am delighted to be back in Paris. It 
was very hard for me to separate again from Father, but I could 
see that he was well, very lively, and that he could do without 
me—especially as you are living in Warsaw. And as for me, it is 
my whole life that is at stake. It seemed to me, therefore, that I 
could stay on here without having remorse on my conscience. 

Just now I am studying mathematics unceasingly, so as to be 
up to date when the courses begin. I have three mornings a 
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week taken by lessons with one oriny Fnnieli eomradc-s who is 
preparing for the examination I luivc just passcxl. Tell Father 
that I am getting used to this work, tluit it does not tire me as 
much as before, and that I do not intend to abandon it. 

To-day 1 begin the installation of my little eorner fir this year 
—very poorly, but what am ,l to iloi’ I liavc to do iwerythiug 
myself; otherwise it’s all too dear. 1 must g<-t my I'urniture into 
shape—or rather what I pompously rail my liirnituny for the 
whole thing isn’t worth more than twemty francs. 

T shiill write .soon to Joseph Bogu.ski and ask him for in¬ 
formation about his laboratory. My futuix; oee.upalion depends 
on this. 

Mam U> her brother, March iWth, 1 

... It is dillieult for me to tell you about my life, in detail; it 
is so monotonous and, in fact, .so uninteresting. N(wertheless I 
have no fetding of uniformity and I regret oidy one: thing, which 
is that the days are so short and that they jmss so ((uiekly. One 
never notices what has been <lone:; one. can only sta; what 
remains to be done, and if one diiln’t lik<‘ th<; work it would be 
very discouraging. 

I want you to pass your doctor’s tlu^sis. ... It seems that 
life is not easy for any of us. But what of that? We must have 
perseverance and above all e.onhdemu; in ourselves. W<', must 
believe that we an; gilted for something, ami that this thing, at 
whatever cost, must be attained. F<;rhaps <-verything will turn 
out very well, at the moment wlu;n w(; lenst (expect it. 

The Alexandrovite.h Scholarship was i)rovid(;utial. With 
passionate avarice Marie trierl to string out her six hundr(;d 
roubles, so as to remain alitth; long(;r in tlu; paradise of h;cturc 
halls and laboratories. Some y(;airs hitcr, with the same 
passionate avarice, she was to save six hundred r(nd)le,s out of her 
first earnings—a technical study ordered from h(;r by the Society 
for the Encouragement of National Intlvuslry-and wms to take 
them to the secretary of the Alexandrovitch Foundation, 
stupefied though he was at a restitution without precedent in 
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the annals of the committee. Marie had accepUal thus scholar¬ 
ship as testimony of confidence in her, adebtof honour. In Iici 
uncompromising soul she would have adjiulgcd hers<;li ili.s- 
honest if she had kept for one unnecessary monumt the uxouey 
which now could serve as lifebuoy to another poor young girl. 

Re-reading a little poem of my mother’s, writUm in Polish, on 
this time of her life, and remembering the accounts of it that slie 
sometimes gave me, with many a smile and Inimorous renuark, 
looking at the only portrait of herself whic.h she. (hauly 
cherished: the small photograph of a student girl with daring 
eyes and determined cliin, I have felt that she never cetused to 
prefer these hard, fervent days to all others. 

Ah! how harshly the youth of tiu student pasws, 

While all around her, with passions mir fresh. 

Other youths search eagerly for cosy pleasures! 

And yet in solitude 

She lives, obscure and blessed, 

For in her cell she finds the ardour 
That makes her heart immense. 

But the blessed time is effaced. 

She must leave the land of Science 
To go out and struggle for her bread 
On the grey roads fff life. 

Often and often then, her weary spirit 

Returns beneath the roofs 

To the corner ever dear to her heart 

Where silent labour dwelled 

And where a world of memory has rested. 

No doubt Marie knew other joys later. But even in her hours 
of infinite tenderness, even in the hour of triumph atid fame:, tin; 
eternal student was never so content with luuself, so proud, as 
in the poverty and fire of this integral cflbrt. She WJW prerud of 
her poverty; proud of living alone and independent in a foreign 
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city* Working beneath ilu^. lamp in, lua' poor room of an 
evening she felt that her (U'Htinyj still insiipiiluainl^ mysleriously 
related itself to tlu^ high exisU'ua'ts slie most admiiaul and that 
she became the humble unknown comp;uuon of those great 
scientists of tlu^ pa,st, wlio were, Iik(': lier, shut into their ill- 
lighted cells, like her (h'.taelied IVom their iinug and, like her, 
spurred their minds to pass beyond tlu^ sum of acquired 
knowhalge. 

Yes, these four heroie y(sirs weng not tlu^ happi(‘st of Marie 
Curie’s life*, but tlie most [)erf<'et in luu' llu‘ lusu cvst to those 
summits of iht; human mission towar<l wlueli, luu* ga/a^ had been 
trained. When one is young and solitary and swalIow(‘d np in. 
study, one can ‘‘’not have cniough to Ime <m” ajul yet \lw, to the 
fullest. An inmumse <mtluisiasm gave this girl of tw(Uity%siK the 
power to ignore tins trials and privations sh<^ euclunxl: to 
magnify her sordid existence into magi(\ Eaten* on, love, 
xnatcruity, the wearies of a wife and mollun*, the e'oiuplc'xities of 
crushingiy hard work, were to n^stoi e tin: visionary to r(‘al life. 
But in the cnclianted moment wlicu she was poeu’cn* than she 
was ever to b(^ again, sluj was as reekl<\ss as a ehihh Sli<^ lloatcd 
lightly in another world, that which lun* tliouglit was to re^gard 
always as the only pure and tnut ontn 

Each day could not be altogetlun* cxcedleut in an advemture 
like tliis. There werc^ uufor<\S(nni accichntts which sucUhnily 
upset everything and seemed irremediable: a fatigue impossible 
to surmount, a short illness re(piiring care. Still other, and 
terrifying catastrophes: the one pair of sh<K:s, with hniky soles, 
gave out finally, and the purchase of mav slux'S became 
necessary. This meant a budget ujiside down lor wee^ks, and the 
enormous expense had to be made up at all costs, on meals or on 
oil for the lami). 

Or else tlic winter was longer tliau usual and tlu*; sixth-floor 
garret was icy. It was so cold that Mar ie could no longctr sleep; 
she shivered, and chattered with it. H<t supply of coal was cx^ 
hausted. . ... But what of that? (kndd a Ftdish girl be 
conquered by a Parisian winter? Marie lighted her lamp again 
and looked about her. She opened the fat trunk and gathered 
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together all the garments she possessed. She put on all she 
could, then, having slipped into bed, she piled the rest, her 
other dress, her linen, on top of the single coverlet. But it was 
still too cold. Marie stretched out her arm, pulled the one chair 
over to her, raised it and piled it, too, on top of the amassed 
garments, giving herself some sort of illusion of weight and 
heat. 

All she had to do now was to wait for sleep, without moving, 
so as to preserve the scaffolding of which she was the living base. 
Meanwhile, a layer of ice was slowly forming in the water 
pitcher. 
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Pierre Curie 


M arie luul mlcd U»V(: anti inarriai»t' out oi“ her life’s 
prograinuK\ 

I’hcrc was uothinu; exlnuucly oriifiuai in that. The 
poor girl, disappoinletl and luunilialtal in llu* failure of her lirst 
idyll, swort^ to lovt^ no mor<‘; still iuort% tin" Slavie siudtuit, 
exalted by iiiitdleeiual auihitious, t^asily dta idtal to inniounec 
the things that iua.k<^, tht‘ sta'vilude, ha[)i)nn'ss and unluippiiu^ss 
of other wonuai, in ordta* to follow htu' vocation. In a,11 ages 
women who burn to btH'.oine great paitUtus oi nuusit/iaus 


have disdained tht‘, norm, love and motherhood. Most often 
they arc couverU‘d to latuily lif<" wlieu tlu^ir du^unis ol glory 
come to nothing; or els(", when tlu^y do make ('are.cns, it is in (act 


at the sacrifice of their scmtimental life. 

Marie had built for herself a seenH. universe! ol'implacable 
rigour, dominaUal by the. passion for s(!i<!ne<!. family athation 
and the attachment to an oppn!ssed fatherland also laid their 
place in it; but this was all* Notlung else eountedji nothing else 
existed. Thus had she decreed, the l)C!autifnl (!r<‘atun" ol twenty- 


six who lived alone in 'Paris an<l met ymmg men every day at 


the Sorbonne and in the. laboratory. 

Marie was obsessed by her dreams, harassed by poverty, over¬ 
driven by intensive work. Site did not know leisure and its 
dangers. Her pride and timidity proUH!t<!d lun', as did lier 
distrust: ever since the Z.s had rejected lier as a daughter-in- 
law she had had the vague conviction that poor girls found no 
devotion or tenderness among men. Stiffened by fine thcones 
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and bitter reflections, she clung fiercely to her independence. 

No, it is not surprising that a Polish girl of genius, isolated by 
her arid existence, should have preserved herself for her work. 
But it is surprising, indeed wonderful, that a scientist of genius, 
a Frenchman, should have kept himself for that Polish giil, 
should have unconsciously waited for her. It is wonderful that 
at the time when Marie, still almost a child in the narrow apart¬ 
ment of Novolipld Street, dreamed of coming to study some day 
at the Sorbonnc, Pierre Curie, returning hpme from that same 
Sorbonne, where he was already making important dis¬ 
coveries in physics, should have written down in his diary these 
melancholy lines: 

, . . Woman loves life for the living ofit far more than we do: 

women of genius are rare. Thus, when we, driven by some 
mystic love, wish to enter upon some anti-natural path, when 
we give all our thoughts to some work which estranges us from 
the humanity nearest us, we have to struggle against womeri. 
The mother wants the love of her child above all things, even if 
it should make an imbecile of him. The mistress also wishes to 
possess her lover, and would find it quite natural to sacrifice the 
rarest genius in the world for an hour of love. The struggle 
almost always is unequal, for women have the good side ofit: it 
is in the name of life and nature that they try to bring us 
back. ... 

Years had passed. Pierre Curie, devoting body and soul to 
scientific research, had married none of the insignificant or nice 
little girls who had come Ms way. He was tMrty-five years old. 

He loved nobody. -n 

When he was idly running through his diary, abandoned long 
ago, and re-read the notes once made in ink that was already 
growing pale, a few words full of regret and dull nostalgia 
caught Ms attention: 

“ . . . women of gemus are rare , . .” 

When I came in, Pierre Curie was standing in the window 
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recess near a door leading to the. baEuiny, lie; seemed very 
young to nui, altliough h(i was then aged durty-five. I was 
struck by tlu‘, ('xpression of his c.b'ar ga7.<; and by asliglit appear¬ 
ance of candessnetss in ins lolly stature. Ilis ratlicr slow, 
rcllccUvc words, his siiuplicity, and his smile, at once grave and 
young, inspired coulidenesc A (umviusation began IxU-wccn us 
and became IViendly; its oltjcet was som<- (piestions of science 
upon which I was happy to ask his opini(»n. 

Such were the word.s Marie; was to use, to dese.i'ibe tlunr first 
meeting, which took place, at the beginning ol' iBp.j.. 

A Pole, M. Kov'alskij professor of physics in die University of 
Fribourg, was visiting Paris with his young wife, whom Marie 
had met at hxczuki. It was their honeymoon, but a se.ieutific 
expedition as well. M. Ivovalski gave sitnn; lectures in Paris,and 
attended tlm sessions of tin; Physics Soe.ic'ly. On his arrival he 
had enquired after Marie and had asluxl her how she was, 
Marie had confided in him her worries of the moment: the 
Society for the Ene.ouragenient of National Industry had 
ordered a study from her on the magnetie jnopm lies of various 
steels. She had begun the. researches in Professor Lippinann’s 
laboratory; but she bail to analyse minerals and group samples 
of metal, which required a eumhersoiue e<piipment—too 
cumbersome for the alriuwly crowded lahm-atory. And Marie 
did not know what to do, where to eondue.t her ('xiierimeuLs. 

“I have an idea,” Joseph Kovalski said to her alter some 
moments of reflection. “I know a scientist of great merit who 
works in the School of Physics and Clhcmistry in the Rue 
Lhomond. Perhaps he might have ti workroom avjiiltvble. In 
any case he could give you some advice. Clomc and have tea 
to-morrow evening, after dinner, with ray will; and me. I will 
ask the young man to come. You probtibly know his name: it is 
Pierre Ouiie.” 

In the course of the calm evening ptussed in the young couple’s 
room in a quiet boarding-house, immediate sympathy brought 
the French physicist and the Polish student together. 

Pierre Curie had a very individual charm made up of gravity 


PIERRE CURIE 127 

and careless grace. He was tall. His clothes, cut on ample, old- 
fashioned lines, hung a bit loosely about his body,, but they 
became him: he had much natural elegance- His hands were 
long and sensitive. His regular, almost motionless face, 
lengthened by a rough beard, was made beautiful by his 
peaceful eyes, with their incomparable look, deep and serene, 
detached from all things. 

Although this man maintained a constant reserve and never 
lifted his voice, it was impossible not to notice his expression 
of rare intelligence and distinction. In a civilisation in which 
intellectual superiority is seldom allied to moral worth, Pierre 
Curie was an almost unique specimen of humanity: his mind 
was both powerful and noble. 

The attraction he felt from the first moment for the foreign 
girl who spoke so little was doubled by intense curiosity. This 
MUe Sklodovska was truly a rather astonishing person. . . . 
She was Polish, come from Warsaw to study at the Sorbonne, 
had passed first in the physics examination last year, would pass 
her mathematics examination in a few months. . . . And if 
between her ashen-grey eyes a little preoccupied wrinkle 
appeared, was it not because she didn’t know where to install 
her apparatus for the study of magnetism in steel? 

The conversation, at first general,_was soon reduced to a 
scientific dialogue between Pierre Curie and Marie Sklodovska. 
Marie, with a shade of timidity and deference, asked questions 
and listened to Pierre’s suggestions. He in turn explained his 
plans, and described the phenomena of crystallography which 
fascinated him and upon which he was now engaged in research. 
How strange it was, the physicist thought, to talk to a woman 
of the work one loves, using technical terms, complicated 
formufe, and to see that woman, charming and young, become 
animated, understand, even discuss certain details with an 
infallible clear-sightedness. . . . How sweet it was! 

He looked at Marie’s hair, at her high, curved forehead and 
her hands already stained by the acids of the laboratory and 
roughened by housework. He was disconcerted by her grace, 
which the absence of all coquetry made more surprising. He 
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<lu!^ from his memory :ill th.d his hosi luul told him ahoutthe 
girl wlum hr had invited tlu-iu together; she Inul vvot'k<;d for 
years hcfore being able to take; the train fi>r Eads, sho had no 
iiKtney, she lived alone in ;i garni. . . . 

“Are you going to remain in Eranee always?” h<; asked Mile 
Sklodovska, without knowing wlty. 

A shadow passed over Mari<-'s fare, and she repli<-d in her 
singing accent: 

“Certainly not. 'Ehis summer, if I stieeeed in my master’s 
examination, I shall go back to Warsaw. 1 slundd like to come 
back hei<- in the autumn, but 1 tlon’t know whelln'r I shall have 
the meaiK to do ,so. Eater on 1 shall be a teacher in Eoland; I 
.shall try t(t be userul, Eoles have no right to abandon their 
ctnmtry.” 

Th<‘, e.onversation, in which the Kovalskis joined, turned 
toward the painful .sulijert of Ru.ssi.m ujipn'.ssion. 'Ehe three 
exiles evoked memories oftheir native land aaul exchanged news 
ol their lamilies and Iriends. Astonishtal, vagindy di.ssatisfied, 
Pierre Curie listened to Marie sptmk of her patriotic, iuid .social 
duties. 

A physicist ob-sessed hy physics, he could not imagine: howthis 
amazingly gifted girl could devote ev<-n one thought to anything 
outside ol science, and that lu'r plan for the future sinndd 1)C to 
use her strength in a struggle against 'I’sarlsm. 

He wanted to .see her again. 

Wlio was Pierre Curie? 

He was a I’rcnch scientist of genius, very nesirly utiknown in 
his own country, but already highly estetanccl by his foreign 
colleagues. 

He was born in Paris, in the Rue Cuvier, on Mtiy 15th, 1859. 
He WM the second son of a physicitm, Dr. Eugene Curie, wlio 
WM himself the son of a doctor. The family was of Alsatian 
origin, and Protestant, The Curies, once of the lower bour¬ 
geoisie, had, through generations, become iutcUectnals and 
scientists. Pierre’s father had to practise mcdieiius to earn his 
living; but he was devoted to rc.search. He had been for some 
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time a worker in the laboratory of the Museum of Natural 
History in Paris, and he was the author of works on tubercular 

infection. . 

His two sons, Jacques and Pierre, were drawn by science from 
their infancy. Pierre, with his independent and dn^aniy nund, 
was unable to adapt himself to systcnralic work and discipline. 
He had never been to school. Dr. Giu'ic, undci'standing that the 
boy was too original to be a brilliant pupil, had at first instructed 
him himself, and afterward had confided him to a remarkable 
teacher, M. Bazille. This liberal education had borne fruit: 
Pierre Curie was a Bachelor of Science* at sixteen and had a 
master’s degree in physics^ at eighteen. At nineteen he was 
appointed laboratory assistant to Professor Desains in the 
Faculty of Science—a position he occupied for five years. He 
was engaged in research with his brother Jacques, who also had 
his degree and was a laboratory worker at the Sorbonne. The 
two young physicists soon announced the discovery of the 
important phenomenon of "piezoelectricity, and their experi* 
mental work led them to invent a new apparatus with many 
practical uses: piezoelectric quartz, which measures small 

quantities of electricity with precision. 

In 1883 the two brothers separated with regret: Jacques was 
appointed professor at Montpellier, and Pierre became chief of 
laboratory at the School of Physics and Chemistry of the City of 
Paris. Even though he devoted much time to demonstrations 
for the pupils, he pursued his theoretical work on crystalline 
physics. This work led to the formulation of the principle of 
symmetry, which was to become one of the bases of modern 
science. 

Taking up his experimental study again, Pierre Curie in¬ 
vented and built an ultra-sensitive scientific scale, the “Curie 
scale.” Then he undertook research on magnetism and 
obtained a result of capital importance: the discovery of a 
fundamental law: “Curie’s law.” 

For these efforts, crowned by dazzling success, and for the 

♦ Baclielier hs Sciences. 

•j* Licenci6 hs Physique 
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romtani care lie lavished on the thirty stiideiits eeufklcd to him 
Pierre Curie was reeeivini^ Iroiii dus Freneli State, in 1894, after 
fifteen years of work, asalary ofthn^c^ hundr<‘d fraues a moiitlr- 
just about what aspeeialised worketr would nn'cave in a factory. 

But when the illustrious Ihif^lish seicuilist. Lord Kelvin, came 
to Paris, lie was not satisfied with goiipr to Iieai' Pierre Curiefs 
reports to the Physics Socii^ty. lu splits of his great age and 
position, he wrote to the young [ihysic'ist, spok<^ ofdiis W(u-k, and 
asked for a uuxUing. 

Lord Kelmn to Pierre Curie^ Amiusi, 1893: 

Dear Monsikur Curie,— 

1 thank you very iniudi for having tak(ui the trouble to obtain 
for ,mc an ap[)aratus I>y which I can so ('onvenicuitly oliserve the 
magnificent cxperiuKutial diseovery of pie/.cKdeetrie quartz, 
made by you and your f>r()tli,er. 

1 have written a not(^ (or the: Philosophical Magazine, making 
it clear that your work pnxx'ded mince This note should arrive 
in time to appear iii liu' (Xaolxu' numlxu*, but, If'not, it will 
certainly appear in November* * . * 

October $rd^ 1893: 

Dear Monsieur Curie,*- ^ 

I Ii()[)c to arrive in Paris to-morrow evening; I should he very 
grateful if you could let me know wbcui, lieiwcxm now and tlie 
end of the week, it would lie convenient for you to let nus come 
and see you in your laboratory. 

In the course of these visits, when the two pliysieists discussed 
scientific questions for liours, the English scientist innst have 
been astonished to observe tliat Pic^rre Curie was working witl^ 
out assistants in a jiiliablc place, that lie devoted most of his 
time to poorly paid drudgeuy, and that liardly anybody in Paris 
knew the name of this man whom he, Lord Kelvin, considered 
'.a master,' 

Pierre Curie was even more than a remarkable physicist. lie 
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was a man who, when asked to offer himself as candidate for a 
post which would improve his material condition, replied; 

They tell me one of the professors may perhaps resign and 
that in case he does I should submit my candidature as his 
successor. It is a nasty job being a candidate for any place at 
all, and I am not accustomed to this sort of exercise, demoral¬ 
ising in the highest degree. I am sorry I spoke of it to you. I 
believe there is nothing more unhealthy for the mind than to 
allow oneself to be preoccupied with such matters. 

When proposed by the director of the School of Physics for a 
decoration: les Palms aeadSmiques, he refused in these terms: 

Mr. Director,— 

M. Muzet has told me that you intend to propose me to the 
Prefect again for decoration. 

I write to beg you to do no such thing. If you obtain this 
distinction for me, you will put me under the obligation of 
refusing it, for I have quite decided never to accept any decora¬ 
tion of any sort. I hope you will be good enough to spare me 
the necessity of a step which would make me rather ridiculous 
in the eyes of many people. 

If it is your intention to give me an evidence of interest, you 
have already done so and in more efficacious fashion—by which 
I have been much touched—in allowing me the means of 
working at my ease. 

He was also, or at least could have been, a writer. This man, 
whose education had been so fantastic, was possessed of an 
original, strong and graceful style: 

“To stun with clatter a mind that wishes to think.”* 

Weak as I am, in order not to let my mind fly away on every 
wind that blows, yielding to the slightest breath it encounters, 
it would be necessary either to have everything motionless 
• Btourdir de grelots Vesprit qui veutpenser. (Victor Hugo: Le Rois’amuse.) 
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around mo, or else, spaulitig on liko a hmuming-top, in 
movement itscU' to be r<‘.ud(;r<*(l impeivious (o external 
tilings. 

Whenever, rotating slowly on myself, 1 attempt to s])ee{l up, 
tlic merest notlung-"-a word, a story, a nenespaper, a visit- stops 
me, prevents my beeoming a gyroscope or lop, andean postpone 
or for ever delay the instant when, expiipped with, suOieient 
Sliced, I might be able to eoneentrate within myself in spite of 
what is around me. 

We arc obliged to eat, drink, sleep, laze, love; that is to say, 
to touch the sweetest things in this lifi% and yet not sueeuinb in 
doing all that, to make the anti-natural thought to which one 
hits devoted one’s self nanain dominant and emitinue its im¬ 
passable course in one’s poor lu'ad. One must make of life a 
dream, and of that dream a readily. 

Finally, he had the sen.sihility aiul imagination of a poet or 
an artist, with tlu'ir discouraginiieiUs and anguish. 

What shall I be later on? [he wrote in his diary in iBBi]. I 
am vety rarely all mider command at oneig onlinarily a portion 
of my being is a.slcep. Itscems to me that my mind gets (lumsier 
every day. Before, I flung myself into .seientilie. or otlu'r diva- 
gtilionsj to-day I liurely touch on sulijeets and do not allow 
myself to be alxsorbeil by them any inorc. And I have so many, 
many things to do! Is my poor mind, tlum, so fl^eble that it 
cannot act upon my body? Is thought it.self unable to move 
my poor mind? Then it is worlli vmy little! And Bride, 
Ambition—couldn’t they at least prcgiel nu', or will they let me 
live like this? In my imagination I shall find most eonfulencc 
to pull myself out of the rut. Imagination may perhaps entice 
my mind and cany it away. But I am very much afraid that 
imagination, too, may be dead , . . 

The poet had been immediately cajitivatcd by Marie Sklo- 
doyska, as had the physickst, and had understood wliat was 
unique in her. Pierre Curie, with gentle tenacity, endeavoured 
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to get on friendly terms with the girl. He saw her again two or 
three times at the sessions of the Physics Society, where she was 
listening to the reports of scientists on new research. He sent 
her, by way of compliment, a reprint of his latest publication, 
On Symmetry in Physical Phenomena: Symmetry of an Electric^ Field 
and of a Magnetic Fields and on the first page he wrote in his 
awkward hand; “To Mile Sklodovska, with the respect and 
friendship of the author, P. Curie.” He had seen her in 
Lippmann’s laboratory, in her big linen smock, bent silently 
over her apparatus. 

.And then he asked if he could visit her. Marie gave him her 
address, 11 Rue des Feuillantines. Friendly but reserved, she 
received him in her little room, and Pierre, his heart constricted 
by so much poverty, nevertheless appreciated, in the depths of 
his spirit, the subtle agreement between the character and the 
setting. In an almost empty attic, with her threadbare dress 
and her ardent, stubborn features, Marie had never seemed 
more beautiful to him. Her young face, thin and worn from the 
effort of an ascetic life, could not have found a more perfect 
frame than this denuded garret. 

A few months passed. Their friendship strengthened, their 
intimacy increased, in proportion as their reciprocal esteem, 
admiration and confidence grew ^eater. Pierre Curie \yas 
already the captive of the too intelligent, too lucid Polish girl. 
He obeyed her and followed her advice. He was soon urged 
and stimulated by her, to shake off his indolence, write out his 
experiments on magnetism, and pass a brilliant thesis for the 
doctor’s degree. 

Marie still believed herself to be free. She did not^seem 
disposed to listen to the final words which the scientist did not 
dare to pronounce. 

This evening, for perhaps the tenth time, they were together 
in the room in the Rue des Feuillantines. It was warm: it was 
the end of an afternoon in June. On the table, near the mathe¬ 
matics books with the help of which Marie was preparing her 
approaching examination, there were some white daisies in a 
glass, brought back from an excursion Pierre and Marie had 
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niado together. The girl poured out tea, nuuhi on her faitlilul 
little spirit lamp. 

The physicist had just been speaking at length about a piece 
of work that preoccupied him. Tlien, without transition: 

“I wish you would come to know my parents. I live with 
them, in a little house at Seeaux. They are i:harming.” 

He described his father for her: a tall, ungainly old man with 
lively blue eyes, very intelligent, hasty and impetuous, apt to 
boil over like a quick sou|), but extremely kind and his mother, 
weighed down by infirmities, but still an expert houseketiper, 
brave, gay and courageous. I le I'ccalled his fantastic childhood, 
his interminable jaunts in the woods with his brother Jacques_ 

Marie listened with, surprise. What mystei ious likenesses and 
coincidences! By changing a few det ails, transporting the little 
house at Sccaux to a street in Warstiw, you could turn the 
Curies into the Sklod(.)vski family. Apart from religion--Dr. 
Curie, an Anticlerical freethinker, had not had his children 
baptized—it was the same sort of circle, wise and honourable, 
with the same a'cspect for cultui'c, the .same have of science, the 
same affectionate alliance betweem jaarents and children, the 
same passionate liking for nature. Smiling and more at her ease, 
Marie told the tale oi'her merry holidays in the Polish country- 
sidc -that countryside which she w;is going to see tigain in a 
few weeks. 

“But you’re coming back in October? Pi-omise me that you 
will come back! If you stay in Poland you can’t possibly 
continue your studies. You have no right to abandon science 
now. ...” 

These commonplace words of solicitude betraycxl pnd'ound 
anxiety. And Marie felt that when Pierre .said: “You have no 
right to abandon science,” he meant, above all, “You have no 
right to abandon me.” 

They were silent for a time. Then Mari(‘, lifting Imr ash-grey 
eyes to Pierre, answered gently, in a voice that still hesitated: 

“I believe you are right. I should like to come back—very 
much.” 
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Pierre spoke of the future several times again. He had asked 
Marie to be his wife; but the answer was not a happy one. To 
marry a Frenchman and leave her family for ever, to renounce 
all political activity and abandon Poland, seemed to Mile Sklo- 
dovska like so many dreadful acts of betrayal. She could not and 
must not. She had passed her examination brilliantly; and now 
she must go back to Warsaw for the summer at least, perhaps 
for ever. She offered the discouraged young scientist a friend¬ 
ship which was no longer enough for him, and took her train, 
having promised nothing. 

.He followed her in thought; he would have liked to join her 
in Switzerland, where she was passing a few weeks with her 
father who had come to meet her; or else in Poland—^in that 
Poland of which he was jealous. But it could not be. . . . 

So, from afar, he continued to urge his suit. Wherever Marie 
went, during the summer months, to Grettaz, Lemberg, Cracow 
or Warsaw, letters in uncertain and rather childish handwriting 
followed, on inexpensive paper headed by the name of the 
School of Physics, attempting to convince her and bring her 
back: to remind her that Pierre Curie was waiting for her. 

Pierre Curie to Marie Sklodovska, August loth, 1894: 

Nothing could have given me greater pleasure than to get 
news of you. The prospect of remaining two months without 
hearing about you had been extremely disagreeable to me: that 
is to say, your little note was more than welcome. 

I hope you are laying up a stock of good air and that you will 
come back to us in October. As for me, I think I shall not go 
anywhere; I shall stay in the country, where I spend the whole 
day in front of my open window or in the garden. 

We have promised each other—^haven’t we?—to be at least 
great friends. If you will only not change your mind! For there 
are no promises that are binding; such things cannot be ordered 
at will. It would be a fine thing, just the same, in which I hardly 
dare believe, to pass our lives near each other, hypnotised by 
our dreams .■j'oar patriotic dream, oar humanitarian dream, and 
oar scientific dream. 
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Ol' all those dreams the Lust is, I hcllcvc, the only legitimate 
one. I mean hy that that we are poworh;s,s to ehaugc the social 
order and, even ifwe wc.vc not, we should not know what to do‘ 
in taking action, no matt<a' in what direction, we should never 
be sure of not doing more harm than good, hy retarding some 
inevitable evolution. From tiu: .scitmliiie point of view, tm the 
contrary, we may Iiojx; to <lo something; the ground is .solider 
here, and any discovery that we may make, howewer small, will 
reiujiin aecpiired knowledge:. 

Sec how it -works out: it is agreed that we shall he great 
friends, hut if you leave I’ranee in a year It would he an alto¬ 
gether too [)Iatonic frieiulship, that of two creatures who would 
never sec each other again. Wouldn’t it be better for yem to 
stay with me? I know that this {piestion angers you, and that 
you don’t want to speak of it again -and then, too, I feel so 
thoroughly unworthy of you from every point of view. 

I thought of asking your permission to meet you hj chance in 
Fribourg. But you are .slaying thengmdess I am mistaken,only 
one day, and on that day you will of course belong to our 
friends tlic Kovalskis. 

Believe me your very (hwoted 

PiKRRE Curie. 

I should he happy il'ymi woidd write to me and give me the 
assurance that you intend to come back in October. If you 
write direct to Sceaux the letters would ge.t to me quicker: 
Pierre Curie, 13 Rue dcs Sablons, Sccuux (Seine). 

Pierre Curie to Marie Sklodovska, August ifiqq: 

I couldn’t decide to come and meet you; I hesitated all 
through one day, only to come to this negative result in the 
end. The first impression I received in reading your letter 
was that you preferred me not to come. The second was 
that you were very kind, just the same, to allow me the possi¬ 
bility of passing three days with you, and I w;is on the point 
of leaving. But then I was attacked by a sort of shame at 
pursuing you like this ag-ainst your will; and finally, what 
decided me to stay, was the near-certainty that my presence 
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would be disagreeable to your father and would spoil his 
pleasure in your company. 

Now that it is too late, I am sorry I did not go. Wouldn’t it 
have doubled the friendship we have for each other, perhaps, 
if we had passed three days together—and wouldn’t it have 
given us strength not to forget each other in the two months 
and a half that separate us? 

Are you a fatalist? Do you remember the day of Mi-Gar6me? * 
I had suddenly lost you in the crowd. It seems to me that our 
friendly relations will be suddenly interrupted in the same way 
without either of us desiring it. I am not a fatalist, but this will 
probably be a result of our characters. I shall never know how 
to act at the opportune moment. 

For that matter it will be a good thing for you, for I do not 
know why I have got it into my head to keep you in France, 
to exile you from your country and family without having 
anything good to offer you in exchange for such a sacrifice. 

Aren’t you a little pretentious when you say you are perfectly 
free? We are all slaves at least of our affections, slaves of the 
prejudices of those we love; we must also earn our Uving, and 
thereby become a part of the machine, etc., etc. 

The most painful thing is the concessions we are forced to 
make to the prejudices of the society that surrounds us; one 
makes them more or less often, according to one’s strength or 
weakness. If we don’t make enough we are crushed; and if we 
make too many we are vile and acquire a disgust for ourselves. 
I am now far away from the principles I held ten years ago. 
At that time I believed one ought to be excessive in everything 
and msike no concession to environment. I thought I had to 
exaggerate defects as well as qualities; I wore only blue shirts 
like workmen, etc., etc. 

So, you see, I have become very old and feel greatly weakened. 
I hope you will enjoy yourself very much. 

Your devoted friend, 

Pierre Curie. 


* The mid-Lenten carnivaL 
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Pierre Curie to Marie Sklodovska, September yth, 1894: 

... As you may imagine, your letter woixies arc. I strongly 
advise you to come back to Paris in October. It would be a 
great grief to me if y(.)u did not come baevk this year; but it is 
not out of a I'riciud’s sel(ishu(\ss tiuit I tell you to come back. 
Only, I believe tluit you woulil work better lua-c atul can do a 
more solid and u-seful job. 

What would you think ofsonuibody who thought of butting 
his head against a stone wall in the Jioja; of knocking it over? It 
might be an idea resulting from the (inest ha^lings, but in fact 
that idea would be ridiculous and stupid. I b('.lieve that certain 
questions require a g(;neral solution, but arc no longnr capable 
of local solutions nowadays; and that when one (uigages in a 
course which has no issue one can do a gnnit d<^al of harm. I 
further believe that juslice is not of this world, and that the 
strongest system, or rather tin' most economic, is the one that 
must prevail. Man is worn out by work and has a miserable 
life just the same: that is a revolting thing, but it isn’t for that 
reason that it will disai)p(;ar. It will disappear, probably, 
because man is a kind ol niae.hiue and there is an advantage, 
from the economi(' point ol vi<av, in making aiiy sort of machine 
work in its normal way without I’orcing it. 

You have an amaziiig way ol understanding selfishness! 
When I was twenty I had a dreadl'ul mislortuue: 1 lost, in 
terrible circumstances, a childhood (rieud whom I loved. I 
haven t the courage to tell you all about it, I went through days 
and nights with a fixed idea, and (';x[)c;rituHaxl a sort ol delight 
in torturing myself. Then I vowed, iti all good I'aith, to lead a 
priest’s eidstcncc; I promised myself to be intca-este.d only in 
things thereafter, and never again to think cither of myself or 
of mankind. Since then I haw; often asked if this nmimciation 
of life was not simply a trick which I usctl against myself to 
acquire the right to forget. 

Is correspondence free in your country? I doulit it; and I 
think it would be better, in the future, to write no more disserta¬ 
tions which, even though purely philosophical, might be badly 
interpreted and could cause you trouble. 
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You can write to me, if you only will, at 13 Rue des Sablons. 

Your devoted friend, 

P. Curie. 

Pierre Curie to Marie Sklodovska, September i^th, 1894: 

Your letter worried me a great deal; I felt that you were 
worried and undecided. Your letter from Warsaw reassures me 
a little; I feel you have regained your calm. Your picture 
pleases me enormously. How kind of you to send it to me! I 
thank you with all my heart. 

_ And finally, you are coming back to Paris; that gives me great 
pleasure. I want very much for us to become at least inseparable 
friends. Don’t you agree? 

If you were French, you could easily manage to be a professor 
in the secondary schools or in a girls’ normal school. Would 
that profession please you? 

Your very devoted friend, 

P. Curie. 

I showed your photograph to my brother. Was that wrong? 
He admired it. He added: “She has a very decided look, not 
to say stubborn’' 

Would it not in itself be a splendid title to fame, to have 
inspired such letters? 

October came. Pierre’s heart swelled with happiness: Marie, 
according to her promise, had returned to Paris. She was to be 
seen again at the lectures in the Sorbonne and at Lippmann’s 
laboratory. But this year—her last in France, as she believed— 
she no longer lived in the Latin Quarter. Bronya had given her 
a room adjoining the surgery she had opened for consultation at 
37 Rue de Chateaudun. As the Dluskis stUl lived in La ViUette 
and Bronya came to the Rue de Chateaudun only during the 
day, Marie could tlius work in peace. 

It was in this dark and rather dismal lodging that Pierre Curie 
resumed his tender entreaties. He bore within him the same 
faith as his future wife, a faith which wsis even more 
whole-hearted, purer by its lack of alloy. For Pierre, science 
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was the only aim. 'Huis Ills was a stnuu^c! atid almnst. inemliblc 
adventure, for it mixed the (sscnlial aspiration of 
the movement ol'his heait. 1 le I'tdt himsell'drawn toward Marie 
by an impulse of love and at the same time by the; highest 
necessity. 

He w;us even ready to saerifiee wliat peo[)l(' e.all happiness to 
another happiness known to him alone. Ih- made Marie a 
proposal whieh at first s(a'ms fantastie, whieh might pass for a 
ruse or an approach, but whieh was c.iiarac.terislie of'iiis nature. 
If'Marie had no love for Iiini, In; ask<'d, c.oiild she resolve njxm 
a purely friendly arrangement at least, and work with luni “in 
an apartment in the Riu; Moufl'elard, witli windows giving on 
a garden, an apartment which could lx; diviiled into two 
indepemUmt parts?” 

Or else (since luaa-ssily nann-s its own price) if he, Pierre 
Curie, went to Polaiul and obtaineil a [losition would slu' marry 
him? lie could givt; French lessons; then, witli whal<w'c;r means 
at their disposal, ho would engag(; in seientilic r<'s<-arch with 
her . . . 

Before the former governess who had once been disdained by 
a Polish scpiireen family, this man of genius Ixa’aiue an humble 
supplicant. 

Marie coufidcxl Inu' pi!r[)l(;xities and anxietii's to Bronya, 
spcjiking of Pierre’s offer to exile himself. She ilid not feel that 
she had the right to acc<;pt such saerifhx', but she was troubled 
and moved by the khxi that Pierre loved her enough to have 
thought of it. 

When, he learned that the girl had spokem of him to the 
DlusHs, Pierre tried a new attack on tliat side,. He went to see 
Bronya, whom he had idready met scweral times; he won her 
over completely and asked her to eom<; with Mario to his 
parents’ house at Sc(;aux. Dr. Curie’s wife took Bronya aside 
and in a gentle, touching voice asked her to speak to her 
younger sister. 

‘‘There isn’t a soul on earth to equal my Pierre,” Mine Curie 
insisted. “Don’t let your sister hesitate. She will be happier 
with him than witli anybody.” 
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Ten more months had to pass before the obdurate Pole 
accepted the idea of marriage. Like a true Slavic “'intellectual,” 
Marie was encumbered with theories on life and duty. Some of 
her theories were generous and fine; others were only childish. 
Above all—and Pierre had understood this for a long time—^it 
was not her theories that made Marie a superior being. The 
scientist made quick work of principles which Marie shared with 
several thousands of her cultivated compatriots. What held and 
fascinated him was her total devotion to work; it was her genius 
that he felt; it was also her courage and nobility. This graceful 
girl had the character and gifts of a great man. 

Principles? He, too, had lived on principles for a long time, 
and life had undertaken to demonstrate their absurdity. He, 
too, had sworn never to get married. He had no Poland to 
defend, but he had always believed marriage to be incompatible 
with an existence devoted to science. The tragic end of an 
ardent youthful love had turned him in upon himself, and had 
kept him away from women. He no longer wanted to love: a 
salutary principle which had saved him from commonplace 
marriage and made him wait for this meeting with an excep¬ 
tional woman, a woman ‘‘made for him”—-for Marie. And now 
he would not be stupid enough to let the chance of great happi¬ 
ness and a wonderful collaboration escape him for the sake of 
a “principle.” He would win the girl, the Pole and the physicist, 
three persons who had become indispensable to him. . . . 

Thus he gently reasoned with Mile Sklodovska. By such 
words and by others more tender, by the protection he oflFered 
her and by the deep, irresistible charm of his daily presence, 
Pierre Curie gradually made a human being out of the young 
hermit. 

On July 14th, 1895, Marie'^s brother Joseph sent her the 
affectionate absolution of the Sklodovski family: 

. . . As you are now M. Curie’s fiancee, I offer you first 
of all my sincerest good wishes, and may you find with him 
all the happiness and joy you deserve in my eyes and in 
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the eyes of all who know your excellent heart and character 

... I think you are right (o follow your heart, and no 
just person can reproach you for it. Knowing yoti, I am 
convinced that you will remain with all your soul and 

also that you will never cease ((t Ix' part of our family iu'your 
heart. And we, too, will mwer c(ai.s(; to love you and to consider 
you ours. 

I wonkl infniitely ratlun- see you in Paris, happy and con¬ 
tented, than back again in our country, broken by the sacrifice 
of a whole life and victim of a too std)t.Ie coma-ption of your 
duty. What we must do now is try to s<-e eaeh other as often 
as po.ssibh', in sinK; of (wau'ything. 

A thousand ki,ss<;s, chsar Kfanya,; and again h't nu; wish you 
happiness, joy and sncc(%ss. (live my affectionate regard.s to 
your iiaucai. 'I ell him that I w'eleonu^ him as a futui'e nuunljcr 
of our family and that I offer him my friendship and sympathy 
without reserve. 1 hope that he will also gdve jim his fri<mdship 
and esteem. 

A few chiys later IVtarie wrot(,^ to Kazia, luu* girlhood fri<md, 
and announced the dec.i.sion she luul taken: ’ 

When yon receive this letter your Maiiya will Imve eluinged 
her name. I am about to marry the m:in I told yon ;il)out last 
year in Warsaw. It is a sorrow to me to have to st;iy for (wer in 
Paris, but what am 1 to do? Kite has made us dei^ply :Utaehed 
to each other and we eauuot endur<^ the i<le:i of s(*p:u';iling. 

I haven t written, because all this was decided only a .short 
time ago, quite suddenly. 1 hesilatt'd lor a whole year and could 
not resolve upon an ainswer. Finally 1 becaime ri'concih'd to the 
idea of settling here. When yon receive this huti-r, write to me: 
Madame Curie, School of Physics anil Chemistry, 42 Rue 
Lhomond. 

Tliat is my name from now on. My husband i.s a teacher in 
that school. Next year I shall bring him to Poland so that he will 
know my country, and I shall not fail to introduce him to my 
dear little chosen sister, and I shall ask her to love him. .... 
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On July 26th Marie awoke for the last time in her lodging in 
the Rue de Ghateaudun. It was a marvellous day. The girPs 
face was beautiful. Something her student comrades had never 
seen was alight in her face: to-day Mile Sklodovska was to 
become Mme Pierre Curie. 

She dressed her lovely hair and put on her wedding dress, a 
present from Casimir Dluski’s aged mother, who now lived in 
the Rue d’Allemagne. ‘T have no dress except the one I wear 
every day,” Marie had said. ‘Tf you are going to be kind 
enough to give me one, please let it be practical and dark, so 
that I can put it on afterwards to go to the laboratory.” 

Guided by Bronya, Mme Glet, a little dressmaker in the Rue 
Dancourt, had made the dress: a navy-blue woollen suit with a 
blue blouse with lighter blue stripes, in which Marie looked 
pretty, fresh and young. 

Marie loved the idea of her wedding, which was to be, in 
every detail of the great day, different from all other weddings. 
There would be no white dress, no gold ring, no ‘bedding 
breakfast.” There would be no religious ceremony: Pierre was 
a freethinker and Marie, for a long time past, had ceased the 
practices of religion. There were no lawyers necessary, as the 
marriage pair possessed nothing in the world—nothing but two 
glittering bicycles, bought the day before with money sent as a 
present from a cousin, with which they were going to roam the 
countryside in the coming summer. 

It was to be a wonderful wedding indeed, for neither indiffer¬ 
ence, curiosity nor envy was to be present. At the city hall 
in Sceaux and in the little garden at Pierre’s parents’ house in 
the Rue des Sablons there would be Bronya and Casimir, a few 
very close friends—^university people—and Professor Sklo- 
dovski, who had come from Warsaw with Hela. . . . The 
professor made it a point of honour to talk to old Dr. Curie in 
the most correct and careful French; but first of all he would 
say, in his lowest tone, very moved, these words straight from 
his good heart: ^‘You will have a daughter worthy of affection 
in Marie. Since she came into the world she has never caused 
me pain.” 
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Pierre came to gc.t Marie. I'liey luul to go to the Taixcmbourff 
station for the train to Sreaux, where tluar parents were waiting 
They went U|) the Houlevaid Saiut-Micliel on llietop<,fan 
omnilms hi the bright snn, and from (he height of their triutu- 
pluil chariot looked down on (he passing of familiar jdacas. 

hi from of (h(^ Sorbonne, at (he eiUraiua^ to (he Faculty of 
Si.ii.iu.e, Marie; stnieev;('d her eompani(5n’s arm a little and 
sought his glance, hnninons and at peace. 



CHAPTER XI 


A Toung Couple 


M arie always succeeded in her undertakings. It was 
thus with her marriage. She had hesitated for more 
than a year before marrying Pierre Curie. Now that 
she was his wife, she organised their conjugal life with such far¬ 
sighted tenderness that she was to make a wonderful thing of it. 

The first days of their life together were picturesque: Pierre 
and Marie roamed the roads of the Ile-de-France on their 
famous bicycles. In the baggage straps they strung up a few 
clothes and two long rubberised cloaks which the rainy summer 
had forced them to buy. They lunched on bread and cheese, 
peaches and cherries, seated on the moss of some woodland 
glade. In the evening, they stopped by chance at some unknown 
inn. There they found thick, hot soup and a room with faded 
wallpaper on which the candle made shadows dance. They 
were alone in the mock-silence of the night fields, broken by 
far-off barking, the cooing of birds, the lewd complaints of cats 
and the dramatic crackling of boards in the floor. 

When they wanted to explore the woods or rocks they inter¬ 
rupted their journey by a walk. Pierre loved the country 
passionately, and no doubt his long, silent walks were necessary 
to his genius; their equal rhythm encouraged his scientist’s 
meditation. He could not remain quiet when he was outside 
in a garden. He did not know how to rest. Neither did he 
care for the classic excursions with itineraries provided in 
advance. He had no notion of time: why ought one to walk by 
day more than by night, and why should the hours for meals 
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habit ofi'iang (drvvhen he libul, s(nnetiin(\s at dawti, sometimes 
at dusk, witlunit knowin;-; whether he would eo,ue l)aek iti three 
days or iti au hour. He ivtaiued a wonderful memory of these 
wanderiu!;s in the old days with his brother: 

Oh! what a good lime that was, in j;ratelid solitude, far from 
the thousand irrilatiiiiv little (hiu!»-,s whieh tortured me in 
Paris. . . . No, I do not rei'rel my ni;;'hts in the woods or my 
days that sliitped by ahme. If I I,ad time 1 would willintrly 
ramble on a,bout the day-dreams I h.nl tli<-re. 1 should liktOo 
deseiibe my delieious valley too all end)almed in aromatic 
plants, the. Iov<‘ly junj'Ie, so eool and wet, ihrouj’ii which the 
Biiivre flowed, the fairy palaee with eolonn.-ides o’fhop plants 
the .stony hills, red wifli hritir, where we enjoyed (mnselves so 
much. Yes: 1 sludl always renu'mher the w<H)d,s of La Mini^brc 
with grtilitudc. Of all the plae«*.s 1 have known, it is the one I 
loved most, where I was happiest. I often w<ml off in the 
(.v(,niiy:^, up the v.alley, and came l)a<‘k with dozens of ideas in 
my head. . . . 

The .summer’s trampinf? in iflpr,, a ‘Sveddinjr tramp,” was 
sweeter still; love exalted it and made it beaulilid. At tlie cost 
of .some thousands of pedal strokes and a few franes for village 
lodgings, t!>e young eou[)lc attaine<l the luxury of .solitude 
shared between tliem for long en<'hanted days and niglits. 

One day, leaving their maehiues in a peastinl’s hou.se, Pierre 
and Marie left the big ro:id ami went ofF on st chtincc trail 
taking nothing with them but a little eompass and .some fruit. 
Pierre strode on ahead and Mtirie folk iwcd him without fatigue. 
Sacrificing the proprietie.s, .sh<^ Inad slvortened her .skirts a little 
so as to be able to wtilk freely. 1 ter liead was bare; .she wore a 
white bodice, Iresh ami pretty, heavy shoes, and around her 
waist a leather belt, practical but not graceful, which harboured 
a krafe, some money and a wtitclt in its pocktUs. 

Pierre went on thinking aloud about the work on crystals that 
preoccupied him, without even turtung round to catch his 
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wife’s eyes. He knew that Marie understood, and that what 
she would reply would be intelligent, useful and original. She, 
too, had great plans for the next university year: she was going 
to prepare for the Fellowship competition, and it was almost 
certain that the director of the School of Physics, Schutzen- 
berger, would authorise her to make her researches in the same 
laboratory with Pierre. Thus they could live constantly 
together, never separate. 

In the midst of the thicket they came upon a pond surrounded 
by reeds. Pierre discovered the flora and fauna of this sleeping 
pool with joy. He had a wonderful knowledge of air and water 
animals, of salamanders, dragon-flies and tritons. While his 
young wife stretched out on the bank, he stepped nimbly out 
on a fallen tree-trunk and, risking a faU and an unwanted bath, 
stretched his hands forward to gather yellow irises and pale 
floating water-lilies. 

Marie, at peace and almost dozing, looked up at the sky 
where light clouds drifted. Suddenly she cried out sharply as 
she felt something cold and wet on her opened hand. It was 
a green frog, panting, which Pierre had delicately dropped into 
her palm. He had no intention of playing a joke; familiar ac¬ 
quaintance with frogs was an absolutely natural thing to him. 

“Pierre . . . Really, Pierre!” she protested, with a move¬ 
ment of childish terror. 

The physicist was shocked. 

“Don’t you like frogs?” 

“Yes, but not in my hands.” 

“You are quite wrong,” he said, unmoved. “It is very 
amusing to watch a frog. Open your hand gently. Now see 
how nice it is!” 

He took the animal back and Marie smiled in relief. He put 
the frog down on the edge of the pond and gave it its freedom; 
then, already tired of this halt, he made off down the trail, and 
his wife followed him, wearing her wild ornaments of iris and 
water-lily. 

Caught up again by the haunting thought of work, Pierre 
Curie had suddenly forgotten woods and skies, frog and pool. 
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lie mused upon tlic lemious, immenst' dillicully ofltis rrsc-ircl 
thfttroubled mysteryoftliegrowlh oi’cry.sl.ds. He. deserihrd the 
apparatus he was going to c.onsli uct for a new cxianhueuf and 
again he luxird hlaru; s laithlul voi( <', lu'r lurid (luestious and 
reflective answaas. 

During these happy days was formed one of tin- finest bonds 
tliat ever united man and wenuau. 'I'wo hea.r(s Ixait to<>'ethcr 
Uvo Ixxlies were unhed, and two minds oCg'euins learned to 
thitdc together. Marie could hav<; married no other than this 
great j)hysieist, than this wis<' and noble man. I’iei'iaa-ouldhavc 
married no woman other than the fair, tender Eolisligirl, who 
could he ehildish or transeendeut within the same: few nioutents' 
for she was a friend and a wife, a lover and a seiimtist. ’ ’ 

Toward the middle of August , delighted and tir<;d by their 
wonderful summer, the young <-onpI<- settled clown near 
Ghantiny on a fanu called 'i’lie Hind. This, too, was one of 
Brouya’s discoveries; she had taken the pivieeful dwelling for 
several mouths. Tlicre Marie and I>i<-,-,o rejoined old Mmc 
Dluska, Casmur, Bronya and their daugl.ler 1 iehm, nicknamed 
Lou,” Professor Sklodovski and 1 lela, who had prolongi'd their 
stay m France. 

Ihis holiday was to become a precious and day.zlint'' memory 
to that group of people who were destined seldon'i to meet 
again. J hey felt the ('.harm of a poetic, old house standing alone 
® of pheasants and hares, its ground cariietcd 

with hhes-of-the-valley; the charm of a friendshij) embracing 
two_ races and three generations. 

Pierre Curie made a permanent coiKjuest of his new family. 
He talked about science witli his father-in-hiw Sklodov.ski and 
had serious interviews with little lam, who wa.s pnitty, funny 
and very gay at the age of three and was the delight of them all. 
Sometimes Dr. Curie and his wife came for a vi.sit from Seeaux 
to Uiantilly. Then there were two more places laid at the big 
table,_ and the conversation grew animated, p{is,sing from 
chemistry to medicine and to the edueation of children, from 
social ideas to general views on France and Poland. 
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Pierre had not a trace of that instinctive distrust of foreigners 
which is so common among our compatriots. He was, on his 
side, captivated by the Dluskis and Sklodovskis. To give his 
wife a new proof of love he forced himself, in spite of Marie’s 
delighted protests, into a most touching effort: he tried to learn 
Polish, the most difficult of languages, and—since it was the 
speech of a country which had been abolished—the most useless. 

Pierre took his “Polonisation” treatment at The Hind; and 
at Sceaux, where he brought his young wife in September, it 
was Marie’s turn to become Gallicised. She asked nothing 
better. She already loved her husband’s parents, whose 
affection was to comfort her exile when M. Sklodovski and Hela 
had gone back to Warsaw. 

Pierre’s marriage to a poor foreign girl, found in a garret in 
the Latin Quarter, had neither shocked nor surprised tlie old 
people; theirs were gifted minds. They admired Marie from the 
first moment. It was not only her “Slavic charm” that affected 
them and their elder son Jacques, who had a great friendship 
for his sister-in-law; they were dazzled by the masculine intelli¬ 
gence of Pierre’s wife, and by her character. 

One of the few surprises Marie was to experience in the circle 
at Sceaux, no doubt, was the ardour of her father-in-law’s 
political passions and that of his friends. Dr. Curie, still in love 
with the ideas of 1848, was intimately associated with the radical 
Henri Brisson. He had a fighting spirit. Marie, who had been 
brought up in the struggle against foreign oppressors and the 
pacific devotion to a social ideal, learned to know party quarrels, 
so dear to Frenchmen. She listened to long arguments and 
the explanation of burning theories. When she was a little tired 
of them she took refuge with her husband, who kept to hims elf, 
dreamy and silent. If the Sunday guests in the little garden of 
the Rue des Sablons tried to get Pierre into one of their friendly 
disputes over events of the day, the physicist sometimes 
answered gently, as if to excuse liimself: “I am not much good 
at getting angry.” 

Pierre Curie was little inclined to take an active part in 
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. "pu. Hi Uuu hur wa.s relmlled onei' hn- all wlu'u he (rot into 

a^Vh^rwiliahari d J'* ds^hari' walls, itirnlshed with hooks and 

chair; at tlxc mluV pieiwA‘’“()rfh*V!T 

physics a netrolenm ,V , hihlo were treatises on 

before the nolkeirVi *^**^ “'*' wlue.Ii was hir him, and 

nkmd. She cotilcl no longer neglect material 
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life, as she had done in the austere and careless days of her 
study at the Sorbonne; and her first purchase on their return 
from holiday was a black account book with the great word 
EXPENSES printed in letters of gold on its cover. 

Pierre Curie now earned five hundred francs a month at the 
School of Physics. These five hundred francs were the couple’s 
only resource until Marie’s diploma as fellow of the university 
would permit her to teach in France. 

This would do well enough: with such a sura a modest pair 
could live, and Marie knew how to be economical. The difficult 
thing was to get the crushing work of one day into twenty-four 
hours. Marie passed the whole morning and afternoon at the 
laboratory of the school, where a place had been found for her. 
The laboratory was happiness; and yet there were a floor to 
sweep and a bed to make at the Rue de la Glaciere. Pierre’s 
clothes had to be kept in good condition and his meals had to 
be suitable. With no maid. ... 

So Marie got up early to go to market; and in the evenings as 
she was coming home from school on Pierre’s arm she took 
him into the grocer’s shop or the dairy. She peeled the 
vegetables for the noonday meal in the morning before she 
went to the laboratory. Where were the days when the careless 
Mile SHodovska didn’t know the strange ingredients of soup? 
Mme Pierre Curie made it a point of honour to learn them. As 
soon as her marriage had been decided, the student had gone 
secretly to ask for cookery lessons from old Mme Dluska and 
Bronya. She practised cooking a chicken and fried potatoes, 
and dutifully prepared wholesome meals for Pierre, who was 
indulgence itself, and so absent-minded that he never even 
noticed the great effort she made. 

Marie was stimulated by a puerile conceit; what a morti¬ 
fication it would be for her if her French mother-in-law, face to 
face some day with an unsuccessful omelette, wondered aloud 
what on earth they taught the young girls in Warsaw! Marie 
read and re-read her cookery book and annotated it con¬ 
scientiously in the margins, reporting her trials, failures and 
successes in brief phrases of scientific accuracy. 
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She invented dishes which needed little preparation, and still 
others which could be left to “cook themselves” during the 
hours she passed at the school. But cooking was as difficult and 
mysterious as chemistry. What could she do to keep the 
macaroni from sticking? Should she put boiled beef into cold 
or hot water? How long should runner beans boil? In front of 
her oven Marie, her cheeks afire, heaved many a sigh. It had 
been so simple in the old days to live on buttered bread and 
tea, radishes and cherries! 

Little by little she improved in housekeeping wisdom. The 
gas heater, which on several occasions had taken the liberty of 
burning the roast, now knew its duty. Before going out, Marie 
would regulate the flame with a physicist’s precision; then, 
casting one last worried glance at the stewpans she was entrust¬ 
ing to the fire, she shut the door on the landing, flew down the 
stairs and caught up with her husband, to walk with him toward 
the school. 

In a quarter of an hour, bent over other containers, she 
would regulate the height of flame on a laboratory burner with 
the same careful gesture. 

Eight hours of scientific research and two or three hours of 
housekeeping were not enough. In the evening, after writing 
down the details of daily expenses in the account-book columns 
so pompously headed “Monsieur’s Expenditure” and “Madam’s 
Expenditure,” Marie Curie sat down at one end of the white- 
wood table and became absorbed in preparing for the Fellow¬ 
ship competition. On the other side of the lamp Pierre was 
drawing up the programme of his new course at the School 
of Physics. Often, when she felt her husband’s fine eyes 
upon her, she lifted her own eyes to receive a message of love 
and admiration. And a litde smile was silently exchanged 
between this man and woman who loved each other. There 
was a light at the window of their room until two or three' 
in the morning, and the ardent pianissimo of the turning 
page, the running pen, could be heard in their office with its 
two chairs. 
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Marie to Joseph Sklodooski, November z^rd, 1895: 

... Everytliing goes well with us; we are both healthy and 
life is kind to us. I am arranging my flat little by little, but I 
intend to keep it to a style which will give me no worries and 
will not require attention, as I have very little help; a woman 
who comes for an hour a day to wash the dishes and do the 
heavy work. I do the cooking and housekeeping myself. 

Every few days we go to Sceaux to see my husband’s parents. 
This does not interrupt our workj we have two rooms on the 
first floor there, with everything we need; we are therefore 
perfectly at home and can do all the part of our work that 
cannot be done in the laboratory. 

^A/Tien it is fine we go to Sceaux by bicycle; we only take the 
train when it is raining cats and dogs. 

My “lucrative” employment is not yet settled. I hope to get 
some work this year that I can do in the laboratory. It is half- 
scientific, half-industrial occupation, which I prefer to giving 
lessons. 

Marie to Joseph Sklodovski, March iZth, 1896: 

... Our Hfe is always the same, monotonous. We see 
nobody but the DlusMs and my husband’s parents in Sceaux. 
We h^dly ever go to the theatre and we give ourselves no 
diversions. At Easter we shall allow ourselves several days’ 
holiday, perhaps, and shall go oflF on an excursion. 

l am sorry not being able to go to Hela’s wedding. If none of 
us lived in Warsaw, perhaps, in spite of the difficulties, I might 
get together the money for the journey. But happily Hela is not 
altogether abandoned. I must therefore deprive myself of this 
great joy, because I cannot indulge it without scruple. 

It has been very hot here for several weeks. Everything 
is green in the country. At Sceaux, simple violets were showing 
themselves already in February, and now there are quantities 
of them; the rockery in the garden is full of them. In the 
streets of Paris they sell masses of flowers at very reasonable 
prices, and we always have bunches of them at home. . 
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Marie to Joseph and to his wife, July iQth, 1896: 

Dear ones, I should so much have liked to come home this 
year and take you both in my arms! I can’t think of it, alas; I 
have neither the time nor the money. The competitive 
examination for a Fellowship, which I am passing now, may 
go on until the irdddle of August. 

In the examination for a Fellowship in Secondary Education 
Mme Curie passed first. Pierre, without a word, flung his 
proud, protecting arm around Marie’s neck. They went to the 
Rue de la Glaciere arm in arm; and as soon as they got there 
they blew up the tyres of their bicycles and packed their bags. 
They were off to Auvergne on a journey of exploration. 

How prodigal they were of their mental and physical powers! 
Their holidays, too, were an orgy of energy. 

Marie was to write later: 


A radiant memory remains from one sunny day when, after a 
long and difficult ascent, we traversed the fresh green fields of 
Aubrac in the pure air of the high plateau. Another living 
memory is that of an evening when, loitering at dusk in the 
gorges of the Truy^ire, we were particularly taken by a folk-song 
dying away in the distance, sung on a boat that was going down | 
the current of the water. Having planned our stages badly, we 
could not get back to our lodging before dawn: a meeting with 
some carts whose horses were frightened at our bicycles made us 
cut across the tilled fields. We took the road afterward across 
the high plateau bathed in the unreal light of the moon, while 
the pows who were passing the night in enclosures came to 
contemplate us gravely with their great, tranquil eyes. 

on?fn marriage differed from the first 

nSr which was upset by her preg- 

anS r?i unable to stand before the apparatus 

and study the magnetisation of steel. She complained: 
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Marie to Kazia, March 2 nd, 1897: 

Dear Kazia, I am very late with my birthday letter, but I 
have been very unwell all these last weeks, and that deprived 
me of the energy and freedom of mind for writing. 

I am going to have a child, and this hope has a cruel way of 
showing itself. For more than two months I have had continual 
dizziness, all day long from morning to night. I tire myself out 
and get steadily weaker, and although I do not look ill, I feel 
unable to work and am in a very bad state of spirits. 

My conation irks me particularly because my mother-in-law 
is now seriously ill. 

Marie to Joseph Sklodovski, March ^ist, 1897: 

Nothing new here. I am ill all the time, although I look well 
instead of showing it. My husband’s mother is still ill, and as it 
is an incurable disease (cancer of the breast) we are very 
depressed. I am afraid, above all, that the disease will reach its 
end at the same time as my pregnancy. If this should happen 
my poor Pierre will have some very hard weeks to go through... 

In July 1897 Pierre and Marie, who had hardly been apart 
for an hour during the preceding two years, were separated for 
the first time. Professor Sklodovski came to pass the summer in 
France and settled with his daughter at the little Hotel of the 
Grey Rocks at Port Blanc; he watched over her until Pierre, 
who was detained in Paris, could come and join them. 

Pierre to Marie, July 

My little girl, so dear, so sweet, whom I love so much, I had 
your letter to-day and was very happy. . . . Nothing new here, 
except that I miss you very much: my soul flew away with 
you. ... 

These lines were traced with great industry, in Polish, the 
barbarian language in which the physicist had wanted to know 
all the tenderest words. Also in Polish, and in short little 
sentences that a novice could understand, Marie answered: 
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My dear husband, it is fine, the sun shines, it is hot. I am very 
sad without you, come quickly, I expect you from morning to 
mght and I don’t see you coming. ... I am well, I work as 
much as I can, but Poincare’s book is more difficult than I had 
thought. I must speak to you about it and we can read over 
again together those parts which seemed to me important—and 
hard to understand. 


Returning to French, Pierre, in letters beginning “My dear 
httle chfid whom I love,” hastily describes his life at Sceaux and 
the details of his work at the end of the year. He speaks with 
seriousness and exactness about the swaddling clothes, rackets 
and little shirts of the infant that was about to be born: 


^ I sent you a parcel to-day by post. You will find in it two 
kmtted jackets coming from Mme P., I believe. They are of the 
sma,Uest size and of the size next to it. The smallest size will do 
for jackets in elastic knit, but we must have a larger one in linen 

or cotton. You have to have jackets in both sizes. 

Suddenly he found grave and rare words to express his love: 

of my dearest who fiUs my life, and I should like to 
ave new faculties. It seems to me that in concentrating my 

able^to^C 1 7 1 ^’ jost been doing, I should be 

wu feel Zt T 7 ^ to “^^ke 

you feel that I am all yours in this moment— but I don’t 

succeed m getting a clear picture. 

At the beginning of August Kerre ran away to Port Blanc. It 
^ht be supposed that he would be so softened by Marie’s con- 

^ ^ of pregnancy, as toT-s a quiet 
summer wi 4 her; but this was not so. With the thoughtless- 

to7ri on their 7*^0 scientist—the pair went oflf 

quite willinir tn felt no fatigue, and Pierre was 

qmte wiUmg to beheve her. He had a vague feelini? that she 
wa, a a„pen.a,ural being, who escaped frL S 
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This time, just the same, the young wife’s body had to beg 
for mercy. Marie was forced, in great humiliation, to cut short 
the trip and go back to Paris, where she gave birth to a daughter 
on September 12th: Irfene, a beautiful baby and a future Nobel 
prize-winner. Dr. Curie took charge of the delivery, which 
Mme Curie endured without a cry, her teeth clenched. 

The confinement seems to have attracted little attention and 
cost very little money. On September 12th we find in the 
account book, under the heading of unusual expenses: 
'‘Champagne ^fr. Telegrams i fr. 10.” Under the heading of 
“illnesses” the young mother has written: “Chemist and nurse: 

fr- 50-” The total expenses of the Curie household for 
September—430 fr. 40—were thus so enlarged that Marie, to 
show her indignation, underlined the figure of 430 fr. witli two 
great raging strokes. 

The idea of choosing between family life and the scientific 
career did not even cross Marie’s mind. She was resolved to 
face love, maternity and science all three, and to cheat none of 
them. By passion and will, she was to succeed. 

Marie to M. Sklodovski, November loth, 

... I am still nursing my little Queen, but lately we have 
been seriously afraid that I could not continue. For three weeks 
the child’s weight had suddenly gone down, Ir^me looked ill, 
and was depressed and lifeless. For some days now things have 
been going better. If the child gains weight normally I shall 
continue to nurse her. If not, I shall take a nurse, in spite of the 
grief this would be to me, and in spite of the expense; I don’t 
want to interfere with my child’s development for anything on 
earth. 

It is still very fine here, hot and sunny. Ir^ne goes out with 
me for a walk every day, or else with the servant. I bathe her in 
a little washing basin. 

Marie was soon obliged to ^ve up nursing her daughter by 
the doctor s orders; but morning, noon, evening and night she 



158 MADAME CURIE 

changed, bathed and dressed her. The nurse trundled the baby 
in the Parc Montsouris, while the young mother worked at the 
laboratory, finished and edited her work on magnetisation for 
the Bulletin of the Society for Encouragement of National 
Industry. 

Thus, in the same year, within an interval of three months 
Marie Curie brought into the world her first child and the 
results of her first research. 


Sometimes her acrobatic system of life seemed impossible to 
continue. Her health had deteriorated since her pregnancy. 
Casimir Dluski and Dr. Vauthier, the Curie family doctor, spoke 
of a tubercular lesion in the left lung. Alarmed by Marie’s 
heredity, as her mother had died of phthisis, they advised several 
months in a sanatorium. But the stubborn scientist listened to 
them absent-mindedly and flatly refused to obey. 

^ She had other things to worry about. She had the laboratory 
her husband, her home and her daughter. Little Mne’s tears 
she was cutting teeth; a cold in the head; any minor accident 
troubled the calm of the household and made the two scientists 
pass mghte of sleepless anxiety. Or else Marie, panic-stricken, 
would suddenly fly from the School of Physics toward the Parc 
Montsouns: had the nurse lost the child? No; she could see 
atar olt, on their accustomed round, the woman and the little 
carnage m which something white could be discerned. 

She found kindly and precious help in her father-in-law. Dr. 

I'ttf ^ birth, had 

attached himself passionately to the baby. He watched over her 

tirst steps m the garden of the Rue des Sablons. When Pierre 

Marie left the Rue de la Glaciere for a little house in the 

to He rr?’ f live with 

them. He was to be Irene s first teacher and best friend. 

No^L^f's girUhad travelled far since the morning in 
November 1891 when she had arrived at the Gare dii Nord 

h^d°dwS^^h^ 5 third-class carriage. Manya Sklodovska 

« Tel 5 me of a 

woman. She had conquered humble and gigantic obstacles 
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without for a moment suspecting that to do so she had called 
upon unequalled tenacity and exceptional courage. 

These struggles and victories had transformed her physically; 
they had given her a new face. It is impossible to look unmoved 
at a photograph of Marie Curie taken a little after her thirtieth 
year. The solid and rather thick-set girl had become an ethereal 
creature. One would like to say: “What an attractive, odd and 
pretty woman!”—but one does not dare, in front of the im¬ 
mense brow, of that gaze into another world. 

Mme Curie had a tryst with fame. She had made herself 
beautiful. 



CHAPTER XII 


The Discovery of Radium 


W HILE a young wife kept house, washed her baby 
d^ghter and put pans on the fire, in a wretched 
laboratory at the School of Physics a woman physicist 

AtTh^fnd " rS of modern science. 

At the end of 1897 the balance-sheet of Marie’s activitv 

Aowd two univenity degrees, a fellowship and LoSaS 

on the mapetisabon of tempered steel. No sooner had she 

+1,"^^ V logical development of her career was 

' of indecision cameTn here 

She had to choose a subject of research which would furnish 
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which camo. be neglected. With resp« toter hSHe 
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olderphysicist, much more experienced than thewas an 
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her prefer a solitary room in the Latin Quarter to the Dluskis’ 
downy nest. In her walks in the woods she always chose the 
wild trail or the unfrequented road. 

At this moment she was like a traveller musing on a long 
voyage. Bent over the globe and pointing out, in some far 
country, a strange name that excites his imagination, the 
traveller suddenly decides to go there and nowhere else: so 
Marie, going through the reports of the latest experimental 
studies, was attracted by the publication of the French scientist 
Henri Becquerel of the preceding year. She and Pierre already 
knew this work; she read it over again and studied it with her 
usual care. 

Mter Rontgen’s discovery of X-rays, Henri Poincar6 con¬ 
ceived the idea of determining whether rays like the X-ray 
were emitted by fluorescent bodies under the action of light. 
Attracted by the same problem, Henri Becquerel examined the 
salts of a rare metal, uranium. Instead of the phenomenon he 
had expected, he observed another, altogether difierent and 
incomprehensible; he discovered that uranium salts spontaneously 
emitted, without exposure to light, some rays of unknown 
nature. A compound of uranium, placed on a photographic 
plate surrounded by black paper, made an impression on the 
plate through the paper. And, like the X-ray, these astonishing 
uranic salts discharged an electroscope by rendering the sur¬ 
rounding air a conductor. 

Henri Becquerel made sure that these surprising properties 
were not caused by a prehminary exposure to the sun and that 
they persisted when the uranium compound had been main¬ 
tained in darkness for several months. For the first time, a 
physicist had observed the phenomenon to which Marie Curie 
was later to give the name of radioactivity. But the nature of the 

radiation and its origin remained an enigma. 

Becquerel’s discovery fascinated the Curies. They asked 
theinselves whence came the energy—tiny, to be sure—which 
uranium compounds constantly disengaged in the form of 
radiation. And what was the nature of this radiation? Here 
was an engrossing subject of research, a doctor’s thesis! The 
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subject tempted Marie most because it was a virgin field- 
BecquereFs work was very recent and so far as she knew nobody 
in &e laboratones of Europe had yet attempted to make a 
fundamental study of uranium rays. As a point of departure 
^d as the only bibliography, there existed some communica¬ 
tions presented by Henri Becquerel at the Academy of See 

dunng the year 1896. It was a leap into great adventure, into 
an unknown realm. ’ 

There remained the question of where she was to make her 
expenments—and here the difficulties began. Pierre made 
severd aproaches to the director of the School of Physics with 
practicaUy no results: Marie was given the free use Tf a little 
gteed-in studio on the ground floor of the school. It was a land 
of store-room, sweating with damp, where unused machines 
and lumber were put away. Its technical equipment was 
rudimentary and its comfort nil, 

_ Deprived of an adequate electrical installation and of every- 

of scientific research, 
siie kept her patience, sought and found a means of makinc her 
apparatus work in this hole. ® 

eneLies''-' hTl-?r of precision have sneaking 

SteoftteMe r ofttmperature. Incidentally tht 
^mate ot this little workroom, fatal to the sensitive electro¬ 
meter, was not much better for Marie’s health. But this had no 

her nctebLk. (i^'chS* “ 

fonn^as „d fignres!^T.rpSir!: 

e^d'amati^o'ta ^^proval, added ten litfle 

method she used whirli «. n’ electroscope. The excellent 
expertaSm’d 11"“ “ H*“ success of her 
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phenomena by two physicists well known to her: Pierre and 
Jacques Curie. Her technical installation consisted of an 
ionisation chamber, a Curie electrometer and a piezoelectric 
quartz. ® 

At the end of several weeks the first result appeared: Marie 
acquired the certainty that the intensity of this surpr isin g 
radiation was proportional to the quantity of uranium con¬ 
tained in the samples under examination, and that this radia¬ 
tion, which could be measured with precision, was not affected 
either by the chemical state of combination of the uranium or 
by external factors such as lighting or temperature. 

These observations were perhaps not very sensational to the 
uninitiated, but they were of profound interest to the scientist. 
It often happens in physics that an inexplicable phenomenon 
can be subjected, after some investigation, to laws already 
known, and by this very fact loses its interest for the research 
worker. Thus, in a badly constructed detective story, if we are 
told in the third chapter that the woman of sinister appearance 
who might have committed the crime is in reality only an 
honest little housewife who leads a life without secrets, we feel 
discouraged and cease to read. 

Nothing of the kind happened here. The more Marie pene¬ 
trated into intimacy with uranium rays, the more they seemed 
without precedent, essentially unknown. They were like 
nothing else. Nothing affected them. In spite of their very 
feeble power, they had an extraordinary individuality. 

Turning this mystery over and over in her head, and pointing 
toward the truth, Marie felt, and could soon afcm, that the 
incomprehensible radiation was an atoir property. She ques¬ 
tioned: Even though the phenomenon had only been observed 
with uranium, nothing proved that uranium was the only 
chemical element capable of emitting such radiation. Why 
should not other bodies possess the same power? Perhaps it was 
only by chance that this radiation had been observed in uranium 
first, and had remained attached to uranium in the minds of 
physicists. Now it must be sought for elsewhere. ... 

No sooner said than done. Abandoning the study of uranium. 
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Marie undertook to examine all known chemical bodies, either 
in the pure state or in compounds. The result was not Ion? in 
appearing: compounds of another element, thorium, also 
emitted spontaneous rays like Aose of uranium and of similar 
intensity. The physicist had been right: the surprising 
phenomenon was by no means the property of uranium alone 
and It became necessary to give it a distinct name. Mme Curie 
suggested the name of radioactivity. Chemical substances like 
uranium and thorium, endowed with this particular “radiance ” 
were called radio elements. ’ 

Radioactivity so fascinated the young scientist that she never 
bred of examimng the most diverse forms of matter, always bv 
the same method Curiosity, a marvellous feminine curiosity, 
the first virtue of a scientist, was developed in Marie to the 
highest degree. Instead ofhnuting her observation to simple 
compounds, salts and oxides, she wanted to assemble samples 
of mnerals firom the collection at the School of Physics Ind 
m^e them undergo, almost casually, for her own information, 
a kmd of customs inspection, which is an electrometer test 
lerre approved, and chose, with her, the veined fragments 

Mane s idea was simpl^unple as the stroke of genius. At 
workemW^b"^^""^ Marie now stood, hundreds ff research 
XS aS^^ nonplussed, for months or even 

y all tnown chemical substances anddis- 

^venng-as Marie had done-the radiation of tSm they 
u d have continued to ask themselves in vain whence came 

™ndS ■f'-dordTd 

She M translated into ftnitful acte. 

“P tJI evident possibiUtics. Now she turned 
towMd the unplmnbed and the rtknown, 

tiofomT 

oi^um or thorium, would be radioacfce 
Eapemnent confirmed this prevision. Rejecting the inactive 
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minerals, Marie applied herself to the others and measured their 
radioactivity. Then came a dramatic revelation; the radio¬ 
activity was a great deal stronger than could have been normally 
foreseen by the quantity of uranium or thorium contained in 
the products examined! 

“It must be an error in experiment,” the young woman 
thought; for doubt is the scientist’s first response to an un¬ 
expected phenomenon. 

She started her measurements over again, unmoved, using the 
same products—repeated them ten times, twenty times; and 
she was forced to yield to the evidence: the quantities of 
uranium and thorium found in these minerals were by no 
means sufficient to justify the exceptional intensity of the 
radiation she observed. 

Where did this excessive and abnormal radiation come from? 
Only one explanation was possible: the minerals must contain, 
in small quantity, a much more powerfully radioactive substance than 
uranium and thorium. 

But what substance? In her preceding experiments, Marie 
had already examined all known chemical elements. 

The scientist replied to the question with the sure logic and 
the magnificent audaciousness of a great mind: The minerals 
certainly contained a radioactive substance, which was at the 
same time a chemical element until then unknown: a new 
element. 

A new element! It was a fascinating and alluring hypothesis 
—but still a hypothesis. For the moment this powerfully radio¬ 
active substance existed only in the imagination of Marie and of 
Pierre. But it did exist there. It existed strongly enough to 
make the young woman go to see Bronya one day and tell her 
in a restrained, ardent voice: 

“You know, Bronya, the radiation that I couldn’t explain 
comes from a new chemical element. The element is there and 
I’ve got to find it. We are sure! The physicists we have spoken 
to believe we have made an error in experiment and advise us 
to be careful. But I am convinced that I am not nustaken.’ ’ 

These were unique moments in her unique life. The layman 
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forms a theatrical—and wholly false—idea of the research 
worker and of his discoveries. “The moment of discovery” does 
not always exist: the scientist’s work is too tenuous, too divided 
for the certainty of success to crackle out suddenly in the midst 
of his laborious toil like a flash of lightning, dazzling him by its 
fire. Mane, standing in front of her apparatus, perhaps never 
experienced the sudden intoxication of triumph. This in¬ 
toxication was spread over several days of decisive labour, made 
feverish by a magnificent hope. But it must have been an 
exultant moment when, convinced by the rigorous reasoning of 
her brain that she was on the trail of new matter, she confided 
the secret to her elder sister, her ally always. . . . WithLt 
exc anging one affectionate word, the two sisters must have 
fived again, m a dizzying breath of memory, their years of 
oftJpe Ind Ssacrifices, their bleak lives as students, full 

It was barely four years earlier that Marie had written: 

^ Life is not easy for any of us. But what of that? We must 
ave perseverance and, above all, confidence in ourselves. We 
must believe that we are gifted for something, and that this 
thing, at whatever cost, must be attained. 

a path 

_ In a first communication to the Academy, presented bv 

on April 

presmS a S™' announced the probable 

a'™'" “dowed «th 
radiuin * ™ discovery 

esSiS ™“‘‘“*.>,“I»*ance must exist. She decreed its 

^havfto veTCr “ 

^ ypothesis by experiment, isolate this 
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material and see it. She must be able to announce with 
certainty: “It is there.” 

Pierre Curie had followed the rapid progress of his wife’s 
experiments with passionate interest. Without directly taking 
part in Marie’s work, he had frequently helped her by his 
remarks and advice. In view of the stupefying character of her 
results, he did not hesitate to abandon his study of crystals for 
the time being in order to join his efforts to hers in the search for 
the new substance. 

Thus, when the immensity of a pressing task suggested and 
exacted collaboration, a great physicist was at Marie’s side— 
a physicist who was the companion of her life. Three years 
earlier, love had joined this exceptional man and woman 
together—^love, and perhaps some mysterious foreknowledge, 
some sublime instinct for the work in common. 

The available force was now doubled. Two brains, four 
hands, now sought the unknown element in the damp little 
workroom in the Rue Lhomond. From this moment onward it 
is impossible to distinguish each one’s part in the work of the 
Curies. We know drat Marie, having chosen to study the 
radiation of uranium as the subject of her thesis, discovered that 
other substances were also radioactive. We know that after the 
examination of minerals she was able to announce the existence 
of a new chemical element, powerfully radioactive, and that it 
was the capital importance of this result which decided Pierre 
Curie to interrupt his very different research in order to try to 
isolate this element with his wife. At that time—^May or June 
1898—a collaboration began which was to last for eight years, 
until it was destroyed by a fatal accident. 

We cannot and must not attempt to find out what should be 
credited to Marie and what to Pierre during these eight years. 
It would be exacdy what the husband and wife did not want. 
The^ personal genius of Pierre Curie is known to us by the 
original work he had accomplished before this collaboration. 
His wife’s genius appears to us in the first intuition of dis¬ 
covery, the brilliant start; and it was to reappear to us again, 
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solitarily, when Marie Curie the widow unflinchingly carried 
the weight of a new science and conducted it, through research 
step by step, to its harmonious expansion. We therefore have 
formal proof that in the fusion of their two efforts, in this 
superior alliance of man and woman, the exchange was equal. 

Let this certainty suffice for our curiosity and admiration. 
Let us not attempt to separate these creatures full of love, whose 
handwriting alternates and combines in the working note¬ 
books covered with formulae, these creatures who were to sign 
nearly all their scientific publications together. They were to 
write “ye found” and “We observed”; and when they were 
constrained by fact to distinguish between their parts, they were 
to employ this moving locution: 

Certain minerals containing uranium and thorium (pitch¬ 
blende, chalcolite, uranite) are very active from the point of 
view of the emission of Becquerel rays. In a previous com¬ 
munication, one of us showed that their activity was even greater 
than that of uranium and thorium, and stated the opinion that 
this effect was y e to some other very active substance contained 
in small quantity in these minerals. 

T of the Academy of Science 

July i8th, 1898.) ^ j > 


Mmie and Pierre looked for this “very active” substance in an 
ore o uraiuum called pitch-blende, which in the crude state had 
shown Itself to be four times more radioactive than the pure 
oxide of uranium that could be extracted from it. But the com¬ 
position of this ore had been known for a long time with 
considerable precision. The new element must therefore be 
present m very smafi quantity or it would not have escaped the 
notice of scientists and their chemical analysis. ^ 

likeS?^f 5 alculations--“pessimistic” calculations, 

who always take the less attractive 
PJ^babihties—the coUaborators thought the ore should 

^ maximum quantity of one per 
cent. They decided that this was very Httle. They would have 
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been in consternation if they had known that the radioactive 
elenient they were hunting down did not count for more than a 
millionth part of pitch-blende ore. 

They began their prospecting patiently, using a method of 
chemical research invented by themselves, based on radio¬ 
activity: they separated all the elements in pitch-blende by 
ordinary chemical analysis and then measured the radioactivity 
of each of the bodies thus obtained. By successive eliminations 
they saw the “abnormal” radioactivity take refuge in certain 
parts of the ore. As they went on, the field of investigation was 
narrowed. It was exactly the technique used by the police 
when they search the houses of a neighbourhood, one by one, to 
isolate and arrest a malefactor. 

But there was more than one malefactor here: the radio¬ 
activity was concentrated principally in two different chemical 
fractions of the pitch-blende. For M. and Mme Curie it in¬ 
dicated the existence of two new elements instead of one. By 
July 1898 they were able to announce the discovery of one of 
these substances with certainty. 

“You will have to name it,” Pierre said to his young wife, in 
the same tone as if it were a question of choosing a nam«> for 
little Irfene. 

The one-time MUe Sklodovska reflected in silence for a 
moment. Then, her heart turning toward her own country 
which had been erased from the map of the world, she wondered 
vaguely if the scientific event would be published in Russia, 
Germany and Austria—the oppressor countries—and answered 
timidly: 

“Gould we call it ‘polonium’?” 

In the Proceedings of the Academy for July 1898 we read: 

We believe the substance we have extracted from pitch¬ 
blende contains a metal not yet observed, related to bismuth 
by its analytical properties. Tf the existence of this new metal 
is confirmed we propose to call it polonium, from the name of 
the original country of one of us. 


M 
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The choice of this name proves that in becoming a French¬ 
woman and a physicist Marie had not disowned her former 
enthusi^ms. AnoAer thing proves it for us: even before The 
hT ^ j Radioactive Substance contained in Pitch- 
r appeared in the Proceedings of the Academy, Marie 
had sent the manuscript to her native country, to that Tosenh 
oguski who directed the little laboratory at the Museum of 
Agriculture where she had Jade ht fc. 

TrSi commumcation was published in Warsaw in a 

^ 

life was unchanged in the little flat in the Rue de la Olaeifc, 

r n w that 

Wien the heat of summer came, the youn^ wife found tim/- 

buy some basket of fruit in the mike^rd t ,he 

tedpL 

SUSS" """■ - -owr 

in Auter^e^^HapTv toloTT? ^ ^oose at Auroux, 

atmosphere of the Rue Lhnm ^ri noxious 

Mende, i^y, aermont, Mont-Ue“SyXSS'St d 
grottoes, bathed in rivers Evcr.r H. r i ^ climbed hills, visited 

spoke of what they eallrf theh "n« JetaTs ”001^“^’ *'J 
the Other”—-the one • “^^,“-®rals, polomum and 

they would go back to the to be found. In September 

minerals; with freshened arrlo^”^*! and the dull 

search again. ! take up their 

S J4r"^aTzXlUrl“ 
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broken-hearted farewells; Marie was losing her friend and 
protector, and for the first time she had the feeling of exile. 

Marie to Bronya, December 2nd, 1898: 

You can’t imagine what a void you have made in my life. 
With you two, I have lost everything I clung to in Paris except 
my husband and child. It seems to me that Paris no longer 
exists, apart from our lodging and the school where we work. 

Ask Mme Dluska if the green plant you left behind should be 
watered, and how many times a day. Does it need a great deal 
of heat and sun? 

We are well, in spite of the bad weather, the rain and the 
mud. Ir^:ne is getting to be a big girl. She is very difficult about 
her food, and except milk tapioca she will eat hardly any¬ 
thing regularly, not even eggs. Write me what would be a 
suitable menu for persons of her age. . . . 

In spite of their prosaic character—or perhaps because of it— 
some notes written by Mme Curie in that memorable year 1898 
seem to us worth quoting. Some are to be found in the margins 
of a book called Family Cooking, with respect to a recipe for 
gooseberry j elly: 

I took eight pounds of fruit and the same weight in crystallised 
sugar. After boiling for ten rmnutes, I passed the mixture 
through a rather fine sieve. I obtained fourteen pots of very good 
jelly, not transparent, which “took” perfectly. 

In a school notebook covered with grey linen, in which the 
young mother had written little Irtoe’s weight day by day, her 
diet and the appearance of her first teeth, we read under the 
date of July 20th, 1898, some days after the publication of the 
discovery of polonium: 

Irtee says thanks ’ with her hand. She can walk very well 
now on all fours. She says “Gogh, gogli, go.” She stays in the 
garden all day at Sceaux on a carpet. She can roll, pick herself 
up, and sit down. 
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On August i^tk, atAuroux: 

Mne Eas cut her seventh tooth, on the lower left. She can 
stand for half a minute alone. For the past three days we have 
bathed her in the river. She cries, but to-day (fourth day) she 
stopped crying and played with her hands in the water. 

She plays with the cat and chases him with war cries. She is 
not afraid of strangers any more. She sings a great deal. She 
gets up on the table when she is in her chair. 

Threemonths later, on October 17th, Marie noted with pride: 

Irene can walk very well, and no longer goes on all fours. 

On January ^th, 1899 : 

Irene has fifteen teeth! 


Be^een these two notes—that of October 17th, 1808 in 
which Irene no longer goes on all fours, and thatof January 5th 
in which Irene has fifteen teeth-and a few months after the 
r^mk preserve, we find another note worthy of 

^ It was up by Marie and Pierre Curie and a colla- 

£re *e Academy of 

December^fii-Tf^^p^*fi^^ “ -Procee&gj of the session of 
^ ecember 26th 1898, it announced the existence of a second 
new chemical element in pitch-blende. 

Some lines of this communication read as follows: 

W »to bdim that Itu 

gioo feCViST” “"'• 

n w suhdam oMdj, oardams a ,„y drom tro- 

^ndioociiJTjS ““ ■raHoacHm^ i, amidorable. The 

raaioactimty of radium, therefore, must be enormous. 


CHAPTER XIII 


Four Tears in a Shed 


A MAN chosen at random from a crowd to read an 
account of the discovery of radium would not have 
doubted for one moment that radium existed: beings 
whose critical sense has not been sharpened and simultaneously 
deformed by specialised culture keep their imaginations fresh. 
They are ready to accept an unexpected facti however extra¬ 
ordinary it may appear, and to wonder at it. 

The physicist colleagues of the Curies received the news in 
slightly different fashion. The special properties of polonium 
and radium upset fundamental theories in which scientists had 
believed for centuries. How was one to explain the spontaneous 
radiation of the radioactive bodies? The discovery upset a 
world of acquired knowledge and contradicted the most firmly 
established ideas on the composition of matter. Thus the 
physicist kept on the reserve. He was violently interested in 
Pierre and Marie’s work, he could perceive its infinite develop¬ 
ments, but before being convinced he awaited decisive results. 

The attitude of the chemist was even more downright. By 
definition, a chemist only believes in the existence of a new 
substance when he has seen the substance, touched it, weighed 
and examined it, tested it with acids, bottled it, and when he 
has determined its '"atomic weight.” 

Now, up to the present, nobody had seen radium, nobody 
knew^ its atomic weight. The chemists, faithful to their 
principles, therefore concluded: "No atomic weight, no radium. 
Show us some radium and we will believe you.” 
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To show polonium and radium to the incredulous, to prove to 
the world the existence of their “children,” and to complete 
their own conviction, M. and Mme Curie were now to labour 
for four years. 


The aim was to obtain pure radium and polonium. In the 
most strongly radioactive products which the scientists had 
prepared, these substances figured only in imperceptible traces. 
Pierre and Marie already knew the method by which they could 
hope to isolate the new metals, but the separation could not be 
made except by treating very large quantities of crude material. 

Here arose three agonising questions: 

How were they to get a sufficient quantity of ore? What 
premises could they use to effect their treatment? What money 
was_ there to meet the inevitable cost of the work? ^ 

Pitch-blende, in which polonium and radium were hidden 
was a costly ore, treated at the St. Joachimsthal mines in 
Bohemia for the extraction of uranium salts used in the manu- 
meture of glass. Tons of pitch-blende would cost a great deal- 
far too much for the Curie household. 

Ingenuity was to make up for wealth. According to the ex¬ 
pectation of the two scientists, the extraction of uranium should 
leave, intact in the ore, such traces of polonium and radium as 
tne ore contmns. There was no reason why these traces should 
not be found in the residue. And whereas crude pitch-blende 
w^ costly. Its residue after treatment had very slight value. Bv 
^kmg an Austrian colleague for a recommendation to the 
dirertors of the mines of St. Joachimsthal would it not be 
possible to obtain a considerable quantity of such residue for a 
reasonable price? 

It was simple enough: but somebody had to think of it 
fnr iTf <:ourse, to buy this crude material and pay 

appropriated 

the reqmred sum from their meagre savings. They were not 

S *wo physicists on 

P^s oftT.fr discovery had asked the University of 

rench government for a grant to buy pitch-blende 
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residue they would have been laughed at. In any case their 
letter would have been lost in the files of some office, and they 
would have had to wait months for a reply, probably unfavour¬ 
able in the end. Out of the traditions and principles of the 
French Revolution, which had created the metric system, 
founded the Normal School, and encouraged science in many 
circumstances, the State seemed to have retained, after more 
than a century, only the deplorable words pronounced by 
Fouquier-Tinville at the trial in which Lavoisier was con¬ 
demned to the guillotine: “The Republic has no need for 
scientists.” 

But at least could there not be found, in the numerous build¬ 
ings attached to the Sorbonne, some kind of suitable workroom 
to lend to the Curie couple? Apparently not. After vain 
attempts, Pierre and Marie staggered back to their point of 
departure, which is to say to the School of Physics where Pierre 
taught, to the little room where Marie had done her first 
experiments. The room gave on a courtyard, on the other side 
of which was a wooden shack, an abandoned shed, with a 
skylight roof in such bad condition that it admitted the rain. 
The Faculty of Medicine had formerly used the place as a 
dissecting room, but for a long time now it had not even been 
considered fit for a mortuary. There was no floor and an 
uncertain layer of bitumen covered the earth. It was furnished 
with some worn kitchen tables, a blackboard which had landed 
there for no known reason, and an old cast-iron stove with a 
rusty pipe. 

A workman would not willingly have worked in such a place: 
Marie and Pierre, nevertheless, resigned themselves to it. The 
shed had one advantage: it was so untempting, so miserable, 
that nobody thought of refusing them the use of it. Schutzen- 
berger, the director of the school, had always been very kind to 
Pierre Curie and no doubt regretted that he had nothing better 
to offer. However that may be, he offered nothing else; and the 
couple, very pleased at not being put out into the street with 
their material, thanked him, saying that “this would do” and 
that they would “make the best of it.” 
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As Aey were taJdng possession of the shed, a reply arrived 
from Austria. Good news! By extraordinary luck, the residue of 
recent extractions of uranium had not been scattered. The use¬ 
less material had been pUed up in a no-man’s-land planted with 
pine-trees, near the mine of St. Joachimsthal. Thanks to the 
intercession of Professor Suess and the Academy of Science of 
Vienna, the Austrian government, which was the proprietor of 
the State factory there, decided to present a ton of residue to the 
two French lunatics” who thought they needed it. If later 
on they wanted a g:reater quantity of the material, they’could 
0 mn It at the mine on the best terms. For the moment 
of ore^^* transportation charges on a ton 

^ One morning a heavy wagon, like those which dehver coal 
drew up in the Rue Lhomond before the School of Physics’ 

tne Street in &eir laboratory gowns. Pieixe, who was never 

S calm; but the more exuberant Marie could 

not restrain her joy at the sight of the sacks that were being 
urfoaded. It was pitch-blende, her pitch-blende, for which she 

^ impatience, she wanted to open one of the 

her treasure without further wdtiS: 
twn Strings, undid the coarse sackcloth and plunged her 

^at was where radium was hidden. It was from there that 

tatoricating 

Th= *od m to Roe Lhomond surpasBed to most peBBimWc 
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expectations of discomfort. In summer, because of its skylights, 
it was as stifling as a hothouse; in winter one did not know 
whether to wish for rain or frost; if it rained, the water fell, drop 
by drop, with a soft, nerve-racking noise, on the ground or on 
the work-tables, in places which the physicists had to mark in 
order to avoid putting apparatus there; if it froze, one froze. 
There was nothing to do about it. The stove, even when it 
was stoked high, was a complete disappointment. If one went 
near enough to touch it one received a little heat, but two 
steps away and one was back in the zone of ice. 

It was almost better for Marie and Pierre to get used to the 
cruelty of the outside temperature, since their technical in¬ 
stallation—hardly existent—possessed no chimneys to carry off 
noxious gases, and the greater part of their treatment had to be 
made in the open air, in the courtyard. When a shower of 
rain came the physicists hastily moved their apparatus insider 
to keep on working without being sufibcated they set up 
draughts between the opened door and windows. 

Marie probably did not boast to Dr. Vauthier of this very 
peculiar cure for attacks of tuberculosis. 

We had no money, no laboratory and no help in the conduct 
of this important and difficult task [she was to write later]. It 
was lie creating something out of nothing, and if Casimir 
Dluski once called my student years "the heroic years of my 
sister-in-law’s fife,” I may say without exaggeration that this 
period was, for my husband and myself, the heroic period of our 
common existence. 

. . . And yet it was in this miserable old shed that the best 
and happiest years of our fife were spent, entirely consecrated to 
work. I sometimes passed the whole day stirring a boiling 
mass, with an iron rod nearly as big as myself. In the evening 
I was broken with fatigue. 

In such conditions M. and Mme Curie worked for four years 
from 1898 to 1902. ’ 

During the first year they busied themselves with the chemical 
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separation of radium and polonium and they studied the 
radiation of the products (more and more active) thus obtained 
Before long they considered it more practical to separate their 
efforts. Pierre Curie tried to determine the properties of 
radium, and to know the new metal better; Marie continued 
those chemical treatments which would permit her to obtain 
salts of pure radium. 

In this division of labour Marie had chosen the “man’s iob ” 
She accomplished the toil of a day labourer. Inside the shed her 
husband was absorbed by delicate experiments. In the court- 
yar(h dressed in her old dust-covered and acid-stained smock 
her hair blown by the wind, surrounded by smoke which stung 
her eyes and throat, Marie was a sort of factory all by herself. 


I came to treat as many as twenty kilogrammes of matter 
at a time [she writes], which had the effect of filling the shed 
wth great jars of precipitates and liquids. It was killing work 
to carry the receivers, to pour off the liquids and to stir, for 
ours at a stretch, the boiling matter in a smelting basin. 

^ Radium showed no intention of allowing itself to be known by 
human creatures. Where were the days when Marie naively 
«pected Ae raium content of pitch-blende to be one per cent? 

r ^ substance was so powerful that a tiny 

quantity of radium, disseminated through the ore, was the 
source of stnkng phenomena which could be easily observed 
^d me^ured. The difficult, the impossible thing was to 

wSir“ nunute_quantity, to separate it from the |kngue in 
which it was so intimately mixed. ^ ^ 

weJJ'and Marie 
which material, which resisted them, 

tenderne^,“u4ed by 'i'sti;ns^they\ad tn a 

that was, tLlstran'^Sitdlr 
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[Marie was to write]. In spite of the difficulties of our working 
conditions, we felt very happy. Our days were spent at the 
laboratory. In our humble shed there reigned a great tran¬ 
quillity: sometimes, as we watched over some operation, we 
would walk up and down, talking about work in the present 
and in the future; when we were cold a cup of hot tea taken 
near the stove comforted us. We lived in our single preoccupa¬ 
tion as if in a dream. 

... We saw only very few persons at the laboratory; among 
the physicists and chemists there were a few who came from 
time to time, either to see our experiments or to ask for advice 
from Pierre Curie, whose competence in several branches of 
physics was well known. Then took place some conversations 
before the blackboard—the sort of conversation one remembers 
well because it acts as a stimulant for scientific interest and the 
ardour for work without interrupting the course of reflection 
and without troubling that atmosphere of peace and meditation 
which is the true atmosphere of a laboratory. 

Whenever Pierre and Marie, alone in this poor place, left 
their apparatus for a moment and quietly let their tongues run 
on, their talk about their beloved radium passed from the 
transcendent to the childish. 

“I wonder what It will be like, what It will look like,” Marie 
said one day with the feverish curiosity of a child who has been 
promised a toy. “Pierre, what form do you imagine It will 
take?” 

“I don’t know,” the physicist answered gently. “I should like 
it to have a very beautiful colour . . .” 


It is odd to observe that in Marie Curie’s correspondence we 
find, upon this prodigious effort, none of the sensitive comments, 
decked out with imagery, which used to flash suddenly amid 
the familiarity of her letters. Was it because the years of exile 
had somewhat relaxed the young woman’s intimacy with her 
people? Was she too pressed by work to find time? 

The essential reason for this reserve is perhaps to be sought 
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elsewhere. It was not by chance that Mme Curie’s letters 
ceased to be original at the exact moment when the story of her 
Me became exceptional. As student, teacher or young wife 

Marie could tell her story. . . . But now she was isolated by all 
that was secret and inexpressible in her scientific vocation 
Among those she loved there was no longer anybody able to 
understand, to realise her worries and her difficult design. She 
could share her obsessions with only one person, Pierre Curie 
her compamon. To him alone could she confide rare thoughts 
Md dreams. Mane, from now on, was to present to all others 
however near they migit be to her heart, an almost commo j 
place pictme of herself. She was to paint for them only the 
bourgeois side of her Me. She was to find sometimes accents fuU 
of contained emotion to express her happiness as a woman. But 
^ er work she was to speak only in laconic, inexpressive little 
pMases: newsan three lines, without even attempting to suggest 

the wonders that work meant to her. Through subtle modSty 

and also through horror of vain talk and everything supeS 
fluous. Mane concealed herself, dug herself in; or raLr she 
offered only one of her profiles. Shyness, boredom, or reason 
whatever it may have been, the scientist of genius effaced and 
dissimulated herself behind “a woman like aU otherl” 

Marie to Bro^rya, i8gg: 

Our Me is always the same. We work a lot but we sleep well 

caTfefe ™ r 1“®"- .akt up by 

fonrT^i the morning I dress her and give her her 

food then I can generally go out at about nine During the 

« e tWof: 

yi>u,m7dcan' ind FatW ““mously, above aU 

^”-*1-tather. I often think of mv isolation with 

Sd theTJ," dsc, fo “L hSS 

bim. He is a true gift of Tid butbng one iike 

the more we love ^hotber. ’ ^ bve together 
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Our work is progressing. I shaU soon have a lecture to deliver 
on the subject. It should have been last Saturday, but I was 
prevented from giving it, so it will no doubt be this Saturday, or 
else in a fortnight. 

This work, which is so dryly mentioned in passing, was in fact 
progressing magnificently. In the course of the years iSgg and 
igoo.Pierre and Marie Curie published a report on the discovery 
of induced radioactivity” due to radium, another on the 
effects of radioactivity, and another on the electric charge 
c^ied by the rays. And at last they drew up, for the Congress 
ot Physics of I goo, a general report on the radioactive sub- 

^ances, which aroused immense interest among the scientists of 
Europe. 

T^e development of the new science of radioactivity was 
rapid, overwhelming—the Curies needed feUow-workers. Up 
to now they had had only the intermittent help of a laboratory 
assistant named Petit, an honest man who came to work for 
them outside his hours of service—working out of personal 
enthusiasm, almost in secret. But they now required technicians 
cr the first order. Their discovery had important extensions in 
^ doinain of chemistry, which demanded attentive study. 

^ey wished to associate competent research workers with 
them. 


Our work on radioactivity began in solitude [Marie was to 
write]. But before the breadth of the task it became more and 
more evident that collaboration would be useful. Already in 
i 8g8 one of the laboratory chiefs of the school, G. B6mont, had 
given us some temporary help. Toward igoo Pierre Curie 
entered into relations with a young chemist, Andrd Debieme 
assistant in the laboratory of Professor Friedel, who esteemed 
him highly. Andr6 Debierne willingly accepted work on radio¬ 
activity. He undertook especially the research of a new radio 
element, the existence of which was suspected in the group of 
iron and rare clays. He discovered this element, named 
actimum. Even though he worked in the physico-chemical 



182 


MADAME CURIE 


laboratory at the Sorbonne directed by Jean Perrin 
frequently name to see us in our shed and soon became a Very 
close fnend to us, to Dr. Curie and later on to our childreZ 

Thm, even before radium and polonium were isolated a 
French scientist, Andrd Debierne, had discovered a “brother ” 
actinium. 

At about the same period [Marie tells us], a young physicist 

to mftoir’ camefequend; 

to talk to Pierre Curie about the analogies that might exist 

between these rays, their secondary rays, and the radfVtJn^ r 

radioactive bodies. Together diey^erforri a woA 

electac charge carried by these secondary rays. ^ 

Mane continued to treat, kilogramme by kilogramme the 
tons of pitch-bRnde residue which were sent her on several 
occasions from St. Joachimsthal. With her remarkable patience 
she was able to be, every day for four years, physidst Sst 

ThanVto labouring man aU at once.’ 

lhanks to her brain and muscle, the old tables in the shed 

held more and more concentrated products-products richer 

she'^rT radium. Mme Curie was appro^hing the end: 

to ra?m She wS nX"a 1 

MSe?dZ J- T ’ coal-dust was afloat which, to 

so much SrH^rT P^^fied with 

little dafly accidLs wMcV°h^T? before these 

ter stren^. ’ ^ ^ absorbed so much of her time and 
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But he would willingly have renounced, for the time being, the 
special operation of preparing pure radium. The obstacles 
seemed insurmountable. Could they not resume this work later 
on, under better conditions? More attached to the meaning of 
natural phenomena than to their material reality, Pierre Curie 
was ex^perated to see the paltry results to which Marie’s 
exhausting effort had led. He advised an armistice. 

^ He counted without his wife’s character. Marie wanted to 
ze'oaWisolate it. She scorned fatigue and 
difficulties, and even the gaps in her own knowledge which 
comphcated her task. After aU, she was only a very young 
scientist: she still had not the certainty and great culture Pierre 
had acquired by twenty years’ work, and sometimes she 
stumbled across phenomena or methods of calculation of which 
she knewvery little and for which she had to make hasty studies. 

bo nmch the worse! With stubborn eyes under her great 
brow, she clung to her apparatus and her test-tubes 

In 1902, forty-five months after the day on which the Curies 
announced the probable existence of radium, Marie finally 
carried ofFthe victory in this war of attrition: she succeeded in 
preparing a decigramme of pure radium, and made a first 
determination of the atomic weight of the new substance, which 
was 225. 

The incredulous chemists—of whom there were still a few 
-could only bow before the facts, before the superhuman 
obstinacy of a woman. 

Radium officially existed. 

It was nine o’clock at night. Pierre and Marie Curie were in 
their little house at 108 Boulevard KeUermann, where they had 
been living since 1900. The house suited them well. From the 
boulevard, where three rows of trees half hid the fortifications, 
could be seen only a dull wall and a tiny door. But behind the 
one-storey house, hidden from all eyes, there was a narrow 
provincial garden, rather pretty and very quiet. And from the 
barrier of GentiUy they could escape on their bicycles toward 
the suburbs and the woods. ... 
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Old Dr. Curie, who lived with the couple, had retired to his 
room. Marie had bathed her child and put her to bed, and had 
stayed for a long time beside the cot. This was a rite. When 
Irtee did not feel her mother near her at night she would call 
out for her incessantly, with that “M^!” which was to be our 
substitute for “Mamma” always. And Marie, yielding to the 
implacability of the four-year-old child, climbed the stairs, 
seated herself beside her and stayed there in the darkness 
until the young voice gave way to light, regular breathing. Only 
then would she go down again to Pierre, who was growing im¬ 
patient. In spite of his kindness, he was the most possessive and 
jealous of husbands. He was so used to the constant presence of 
his wife that her least eclipse kept him from thinking freely. If 
Marie delayed too long near her daughter, he received her on 
her return with a reproach so unjust as to be comic: 

“You never think of anything but that child!” 

Pierre walked slowly about the room. Marie sat down and 
made some stitches on the hem of Irtee’s new apron. One of 
her principles was never to buy ready-made clothes for the 
child: she thought them too fancy and impractical. In the days 
when Bronya was in Paris the two sisters cut out their children’s 
Jesses together, according to patterns of their own invention. 
These patterns still served for Marie. 


But this evening she could not fix her attention. Nervous, she 

got upj then, suddenly: 

“Suppose we go down there for a moment?” 

There was a note of supplication in her voice—altogether 
superfluous, for Pierre, like herself, longed to go back to the 
Jed they had left two hours before. Radium, fanciful as a 
hvuig creature, endearing as a love, called them back to its 
dwelhng, to the wretched laboratory. 

The day s work had been hard, and it would have been more 
reasonable for the couple to rest. But Pierre and Marie were not 
Jways r^onable. As soon as they had put on their coats and 
told Dr. Gune of their flight, they were in the street. They went 
on foot, ^ m arm, exchanging few words. After the crowded 
streets of this queer district, with its factory buildings, waste- 
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lands and poor tenements, they arrived in the Rue Lhomond 
and crossed the little courtyard. Pierre put the key in the lock. 
The door squeaked, as it had squeaked thousands of times, and 
admitted them to their realm, to their dream. 

“Don’t light the lamps!” Marie said in the darkness. Then 
she added with a little laugh; 

“Do you remember the day when you said to me: T should 
like radium to have a beautiful colour’?” 

The reahty was more entrancing than the simple wish of long 
ago. Radium had something better than “a beautiful colour”; 
it was spontaneously luminous. And in the sombre shed, where, 
m the absence of cupboards, the precious particles in their tiny 
glass receivers were placed on tables or on shelves nailed to the 
wall, their phosphorescent bluish outlines gleamed, suspended 
in the night. 

“Look . . . Look!” the young woman murmured. 

She went forward cautiously, looked for and found a straw- 
bottomed chair. She sat down in the darkness and silence. Their 
two faces turned toward the pale glimmering, the mysterious 
sources of radiation, toward radium—their radium. Her body 
leamng forward, her head eager, Marie took up again the 
attitude which had been hers an hour earlier at the bedside of 
her sleeping child. 

Her companion’s hand Hghtly touched her hair. 

She was to remember for ever this evening of glow-worms 
this magic. o > 




CHAPTER XIV 


A Hard Life 


T he eastence of Pierre and Marie might have been 
altogether happy if they had been able to devote their 
aeirpoTSlS Hnpasdoned slxuggk vrift natar. in 

wSaSj'M no?J straggles, from 

wmcn mey not always emerge victorious. 

For his sdary of five hundred francs a month, Pierre eave a 
IVics°and'fc?d^'l? ^ School of 

rlo? c ^ expenses. But after Irene’s birth the 
budget d inroads into the 

whii?ScrrSSg[ P “f"' 

“e^i? “to 

ratlif^r work in the laboratory—or in the shed 

to?SoTeTh’^'^r“ ea^rsLTpS 

than add Otoe? Iwio'’ ?' Skater part of his time. Rather 
Od other obUganons to those he already possessed, the 
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ideal would have been to lighten his task. But money was 
needed. What could he do? 

The solution was simple—too simple. If Pierre were 
appointed professor at the Sorbonne, a post for which his work 
obviously fitted him, he would receive ten thousand francs a 
year, he would give fewer hours’ lessons than at the school, and 
his scientific knowledge would enrich the students and increase 
prestige of the university. And if the use of a laboratory 
were added to these duties, Pierre Curie would have nothing 
further to ask of fate. His humble ambition was contained in 
these words: a professor’s chair for earning his living and teach¬ 
ing young physicists; a laboratory for work—a laboratory with 
all that was so cruelly missing from the shed: electrical and 
technical equipment, room for some assistants, a little heat in 
winter. . . . 

Wild demands, over-ambitious dreams! Pierre was not to 
obtain the post of professor until 1904, after the whole world had 
acclaimed his worth. The laboratory was never to be accorded 
him. Death is quicker than public officials to claim great men. 

The fact was that Pierre, so beautifully fitted for puzzling 
out mysterious phenomena and for the subtle struggle against 
hostfie matter, was awkwardness itself when it came to can¬ 
vassing for a place. His first disadvantage was that he had 
gemus, which arouses secret, implacable bitterness in the com¬ 
petitions of personalities. He knew nothing about underhand 
methods or combinations. His most legitimate qualifications 
were of no use to him: he did not know how to make them 
valued. 

Always ready to efface himself before his friends or even 
before his rivals, he was what they call a “wretchedly bad 
candidate” [Henri Poincar^ was to write of him, adding]: But 
in our democracy, candidates are not what we most lack. 

In 1898 a chair of physical chemistry fell vacant at the Sor¬ 
bonne and Pierre Curie decided to ask for it. In equity his 
nomination should have been assured. But he had not gone 
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through either the normal or the polytechnic school, and was 
deprived of the decisive support given by those institutions to 
their former students. Moreover, the discoveries he had been 
publishing for the past fifteen years were not “exactly” in the 
realm of physical chemistry, certain captious professors asserted. 
. . . His candidature was rejected. 


We are beaten [one of his partisans, Professor Friedel, wrote 
to him] and I should be left with nothing but regret for having 
encouraged you in such an unsuccessful candidature if the 
discussion had not been much more favourable than the vote. 
But m spite of the efforts of Lippmann, Bouty, Pellat and 
myself, in spite of the eulogies your work elicited even from your 
opponents, what can be done against a normal-school man 
and against the prejudices of mathematicians? 


The fact that the discussion had been favourable” to Pierre 
was a purely platonic compensation. No post of interest was 
vacant for months, and the Curies, absorbed by their great work 
on r^um, preferred to muddle along rather than waste then- 
tune forther m antechambers. They made the best of a bad iob 
and did not complain. Five hundred francs, after all, was not 
abject poverty. Life could be managed . . . badly 


Mane to Joseph Skhdovski, March i^th, 1899: 

We have to be very careful and my husband’s salary is not 
quite enough for us to hve on, but up to now we have had some 
une^ected ei^a resources every year, which keep us from 
naviEg a deficit. 


hope, in my case, that my husband and I may soon find 
s eady work. Then we could not only make both ends meet but 
also save somefiung to ensure the future of our child. I only 
wSt doctor’s examination before looking for 

“moment we have so much work with our new 
etals that I cannot prepare for my doctorate. It is based on 

Seun atlli^ ^ 

taice up at tne moment. 
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Our liculth. is good. My husbsjid no longer suffers ns mucli 
from rhcumntisni since he hns been on n diet consisting chiefly 
of milk, eggs nnd vegetables, doing without wine and red meat 
and drinking a great deal of water. I am very well; I don’t 
cough at all, and I have nothing the matter with my lungs, as 
has been shown by medical examination and several analyses 
of sputum. 

Irfene is developing normally. I weaned her at eighteen 
months, but naturally I had been giving her milk soups for a 
long time. Now I feed her on such soups and on fresh eess 
“straight from the hen”! 

1900 ... In the account book the expenses were rising, 
surpassing the income. Old Dr. Curie lived with his son now, 
and to lodge the household—five persons, including a servant— 
Marie had rented the house in the Boulevard Kellermann: 
fourteen hundred francs rent. Driven by necessity, Pierre asked 
for and obtmned a place as tutor in the Polytechnic School. He 
was to receive two thousand five hundred francs a year for this 
drudgery. 

Suddenly there came an unhoped-for offer—but not from 
Franee. The discovery of radium, without having reached the 
general public, was known by physicists. The University of 
Geneva was willing to make an exceptional effort to get a man 
and a woman whom it considered in the first rank of European 
scientists: the dean offered Pierre Curie a chair in physics, a 
salary of ten thousand francs, an allowance for residence, and 
the direction of a laboratory, “the appropriation for which will 
be increased by agreement with Professor Curie, and to which 
two assistants will be assigned. After an examination of the 
resources of the laboratory the collection of instruments of 
physics will be completed.” An official position was to be 
accorded to Marie in the same laboratory. 

Facetious on such occasions, fate allowed itself to bestow what 
had been desired above all things—but with one small variation 
that made it impossible. If the heading on the generous letter 
from the Republic and Canton of Geneva” had read * 'University 
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of Paris” the Curies would have been overwhelmed with 
happiness. 

Tie position in Geneva was offered to Pierre with so much 
cordiality and deference that on first impulse he accepted it. 
In July he and Marie went to Switzerland and were given a 
warm welcome by their colleagues, but during the summer 
their scruples were aroused. Were they to take several months 
and consecrate them to the preparation of new and important 
teaching? To interrupt their research on radium, which was not 
easy to transport, and postpone their work on purification of the 
new substance? It was asking too much of these two scientists, 
two haunted ones. 

Pierre Curie, sighing, sent off to Geneva a letter of excuses, 
thanks and resignation. He put the temptation of the easy way 
aside, and made up his mind to remain in Paris for the love of 
radium. Exchanging one task for another better paid, he left 
the Polytechnic School in October for a post teaching at the 
P.G.N.,* an annex of the Sorbonne in the Rue Cuvier. Marie, 
who wanted to do her share of work, put in her application for 
a professorship in the Higher Normal School for Girls, at Sfevres, 
near Versailles. She received a letter of appointment from the 
vice-rector, reading: 

Madame,— 

^ I have the honour to inform you that, on my recommenda¬ 
tion, you are charged with the lectures in physics for the first- 
and second-year students of the Normal School at S&vres for 
the school year 1900-1901. 

Will you put yourself at the disposal of the directors from 
Monday next, 29th? 

Here were two “successes.” The budget was balanced for a 
long time to come—and the Curies were burdened with an 
enormous increase of work at the veiy moment when their 
experiments in radioactivity called for aU their energy. The 
only position worthy of Pierre had been refused him: that of 

* Phydcs, Chemistry, Natural Science. 
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professor at the Sorbonne. But the authorities were only too 
willing to entrust this master with time-filling lessons of 
secondary importance. 

M. and Mme Curie bent over their text-books, invented 
subjects for problems, picked out experiments to make in class. 
Pierre now had charge of two courses of instruction and the 
experimental work of two series of students. Marie, impressed 
by her first steps in French teaching, took the very greatest pains 
to prepare her lectures and organise the experiments of the 
S^ivres girls. She renovated the methods, and developed such 
original lessons that Lucien Poincard, rector of the university, 
was struck by them and congratulated the young woman. 
Marie did not know how to do things by halves. 

But what energy was wasted, what hours stolen from their 
true work! Carrying a portfolio crammed with corrected 
“home-work,” Marie made the journey to Sevres several times a 
week, in a maddeningly slow tram for which she sometimes 
waited half an hour at a time, standing on the pavement. Pierre 
scurried from the Rue Lhomond to the Rue Cuvier, where the 
P.C.N. was, and from the Rue Cuvier to the shed in the Rue 
Lhomond. Hardly had he begun an experiment when he had 
to leave his apparatus to go and question the beardless physicists 
of the schools. 

He had hoped that a laboratory would be attached to his new 
post. A laboratory would have consoled him for everything. 
But at the P.C.N. he was given only two tiny rooms. The dis¬ 
appointment was so great that he overcame his horror of asking 
for things and tried to get a larger place to work in. No success. 

Those who have made similar demands [Marie was to write] 
know the financial and administrative difficulties one runs into, 
and may remember the considerable number of official letters, 
visits and requests which are indispensable if one is to obtain 
the slightest advantage. Pierre Curie was extremely tired and 
discouraged because of them. 

The effort had an effect on the working power of the Curies 
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and even upon their strength. Pierre, especially, felt such 
exhaustion that it became urgent to cut down the number of his 
“hours.” A chair of mineralogy feU vacant at the Sorboime just 
then—a chair for which the scientist who had evolved decisive 
theories on crystalline physics was particularly qualified. He 
presented himself. Has competitor obtained the chair. 

“With great merit and even greater modesty,” Montaigne 
wrote, “one can remain unknown for a long time.” 

Pierre Curie’s friends sought by all means to b ring him a little 
nearer to that inaccessible place of professor. In 1902 Professor 
Mascart insisted on making Pierre present himself as a candidate 
for the Academy of Science. His election was certain and would 
be of great use afterward to his material position. 

He hesitated, and then obeyed without pleasure. He found it 
hard^ to make the customary visits to the academicians, as 
required by a tradition which seemed to him stupid and 
humiliating. But the physics section of the Academy pro¬ 
nounced unanimously in his favour. He was touched by this 
and became a candidate. Duly coached by Mascaxt, he asked 
for an audience firom each member of the illustrious company. 

When fame had come, and journalists began to dig up 
striking anecdotes about the celebrated scientist, one of them 
was to write of Pierre Curie’s round of visits in May 1902 in 
the following terms: 

^ . . . To climb stairs, ring, have himself announced, say why 
he Rad come all this filled the candidate with shame in spite 
of himself; but what was worse, he had to set forth his honours, 
state riie good opimon he had of himseF, boast of Hs science 
md his work—which seemed to him beyond human power. 
Comequently he eulogised his opponent sincerely and at length, 
Mymg that M. Amagat was much better quafified than he, 
tiune, to enter the Institute, ... 

results of the election were published. 
Between Pierre Curie and M. Amagat, the academicians had 
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Pierre announced the news thus to his intimate friend, 
Georges Gouy: 

My dear friend, as you had foreseen, the election turned in 
favour of Amagat, who received 32 votes whereas I got 20 and 
Gernez 6. 

I regret, when all is said, having lost time in paying visits for 
this brilliant result. The section had presented me at the head 
of the list unanimously, and I allowed them to go ahead. 

... I tell you all this chatter because I know you rather 
like it, but do not believe that I am sensibly affected by these 
little happenings. 

Your devoted 

Pierre Curie. 

The new dean, Paul Appell—^whose lessons Marie had 
listened to with ecstasy in the old days—^was soon to attempt 
another means of serving Pierre’s interests. He knew Curie’s 
uncompromising nature and prepared the way: 

Paul Appell to Pierre Curie: 

The Ministry has asked me to propose names for the Legion 
of Honour. You must be on my list. I ask you as a service to 
the faculty to allow yourself to be named. I realise that the 
decoration has no interest for a man of your worth, but I intend 
to propose the men of most merit in the faculty, those who have 
most distinguished themselves by their discoveries and their 
work. It is one way of making them known to the Minister and 
showing how we work at the Sorbonne. If you are named, you 
may wear or not wear your decoration, as it may please you, 
naturally—^but I ask of you to let me propose you. 

Excuse me, dear colleague, for annoying you like this, and 
believe me your cordially devoted 

Paul Appell. 

Paul Appell to Marie Curie: 

... I have spoken several times to Rector Liard of M. Curie’s 
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fine work, of the insufficiency of his equipment, and of the 
reasons which exist for giving him a bigger laboratory. The 
rector spoke of M. Curie to the Minister, seizing the occasion 
offered by the presentations of July fourteenth for the Legion 
of Honour. The Minister appeared to take great interest in 
M. Curie—perhaps he would Hke to show his interest, as a start, 
by decorating M. Curie. On this hypothesis I ask you to use 
all your influence to keep M. Curie from refusing it. The thing in 
itself is obviously without interest, but from the point of view 
of practical results (laboratories, credits, etc.) it has considerable 
worth. 

, I ask you to insist, in the name of science and in the highest 
interests of the faculty, that M. Curie allow us to name him. 

This time Pierre Curie did not “submit to anything.” His 
deep-seated aversion for honours would have been enough to 
justify his attitude, but he was animated by stiU another feeling. 
It seemed to him a bit too comic that a scientist should be 
refused the means of working and should at the same time, by 
way of “encouragement,” of “good note,” be offered a little 
enamelled cross hung on the end of a red silk ribbon. 

His reply to the dean was as follows: 

Please be so kind as to thank the Minister and to inform him 
that I do not feel the slightest need of being decorated, but that 
I am in the greatest need of a laboratory. 

The hope of an easier life was abandoned. In the absence of 
the desired laboratoiy the Curies contented themselves with the 
shed for their experiments, and the ardent hours passed in this 
wooden shack consoled them for all their set-backs. They con¬ 
tinued to teach. They did so with a good wiU and without 
bitterness. More than one boy was to remember Pierre’s lessons, 
so clear and vivid, with gratitude; more than one Sevres girl 
was to owe her love for science to Marie, the fair-haired 
prot«sor whose Slavic accent made even the scientific demon- 
strations sing. 
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Torn between their own work and their jobs, they forgot to 
eat and sleep. The rule of “normal” life, as set up formerly by 
Marie, and her performances as cook and housekeeper, were 
forgotten. Unconscious of their folly, the pair used and abused 
their ebbing strength. On several occasions Pierre was obliged 
to take to his bed by attacks of pain, of intolerable violence, in 
the legs. Marie, upheld by her tense nerves, had not yet had a 
collapse: she considered herself invulnerable since she had cured 
—^by scorn and daily imprudence—the attack of tuberculosis that 
had disquieted her family. But in the little notebook where she 
kept a regular record of her weight, the figure grew lower every 
week: in four years of work in the shed, Marie lost seven kilo¬ 
grammes.* The friends of the couple noticed her pallor and the 
emaciation of her face; one of them, a young physicist, even 
wrote to Pierre Curie to beg him to spare Marie’s health and 
his own. The letter is an alarming picture of the life of the 
Curies, and of the way they sacrificed themselves: 

Georges Sagnac to Pierre Curie: 

... I have been struck, when I have seen Mme Curie at 
the Society of Physics, by the alteration in her appearance. 
I know very well that she is overworked because of her thesis. 
. . . But this is an occasion for me to observe that she has not 
sufficient sources of resistance to live such a purely intellectual 
life as that which both of you lead; and what I say of her, you 
can taike also for yourself. 

Only one example to dwell upon: you hardly eat at all, either 
of you. More than once I have seen Mme Curie nibble two 
slices of sausage and swallow a cup of tea with it. Do you think 
even a robust constitution would not suffer from such insufficient 
nourishment? What would become of you if Mme Curie lost 
her health? 

Her own indifference or stubbornness will be no excuse for 
you. I foresee the following objection: “She is not hungry. 
She is old enough to know what she has to do!” Well, 
frankly, no: she is behaving at the present time like a child. 

* Fifteen pounds five ounces. 
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I tell you this with all the conviction of my friendship 
You do not give enough time to your meals. You take them 
at any random hour, and in the evening you eat so late that 
your stomach, weakened by waiting, finally refuses to do its 
work. No doubt your researches may cause you to dine late 
one evemng, but you have no right to make this into a habit. 
• • . It is necessary not to mix scientific preoccupations con¬ 
tinually into every instant of your life, as you are doing You 
must allow your body to breathe. You must sit down in peace 
before your meals and swallow them slowly, keeping away from 
talk about distressing things or simply things that tire the mind. 
You must not read or talk physics while you eat. 


To w^ngs and reproaches, Pierre and Marie answered in- 
genuously: ‘But we do rest; we take holidays in the summer.” 

And m fact they did so—or rather, thought they did. During 
Iv wandered about, stage by stage, as in 

the old days. For them“rest” meant, in 1898, exploring the 
on bicycles; two years later they foUowed the coast 
of the (^annel from Havre to St. Val^ry-sur-Somme, then they 
wem off to the He de Noirmoutier. In 1901 we see them at 
Le Pouldu, in 1902 a^t Arromanches, in 1903 at Le Trdport and 
aftemard at St. Trojean. ^ 

them the physical and spiritual 
relaxation they needed? It is permissible to doubt it. The one 

r^po^ible was Pierre, who could not stay at peace: after two 

anrl K ^ in the same place he became preoccupied 
^d absent-minded. Unable to stand it any longer, he would 

«“'*>'*■> 

_We^havc been doing nothing for a long time now.” 

In 1899 the Cunes undertook a distant expedition which gave 

SSS to wT ^ marriage.^e 

tonam. The Pension Eger, next door to the yard where the 

masons wetoatwori,harbouredanairectionateJoup.Sssor 
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Sklodovski was there, still very active, and rejuvenated by the 
happiness of seeing his four children and their four households 
united. 

How the years had flown! Not long ago his son and his three 
daughters had been scouring Warsaw to find pupils. To-day, 
Joseph, a highly reputed doctor, had a wife and children. 
Bronya and Gasimir were founding a sanatorium. Hela was 
making a career as a teacher, while her husband, Stanislav 
Szalay, directed a prosperous enterprise in photography. And 
little Manya was working in a laboratory and having her 
researches pubhshed—-the dear “little rascal,” as he had used 
to call the baby of the family. 

Pierre Curie, “the foreigner,” was the object of many atten¬ 
tions. His Poles were proud to show Poland to him. At first 
without great enthusiasm for the severe countryside, where the 
dark points of pine-trees struck sharply at the sky, Pierre made 
an excursion to the summits of the “Rysy” and wais moved by 
the poetry and grandeur of the high mountains. In the evening 
he said to his wife, in front of her family: 

“This country is very beautiful. I understand now why you 
love it.” 

He purposely spoke in his brand-new Polish, which, in spite 
of the bad accent, dazzled his brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law; 
and he caught the smile of pride on Marie’s glowing face. 

Three years later, in May, 1902, Marie was to take the train 
for Poland again—but with what painful anxiety! Letters had 
informed her of her father’s sudden illness and of an operation 
on his gall bladder which had resulted in the extraction of 
huge stones. She received reassming news at first, and then 
suddenly a telegram. It was the end. Marie wanted to leave 
at once, but the passport formalities were complicated; hours 
went by before the red tape was all in order. After two and a 
half days’ travel, she arrived in Warsaw, at Joseph’s house where 
M. Sklodovski had been living. Too late! 

Marie could not endure the thought that she was never to 
see that face again. She learned of her father’s death during 
the journey, and begged her sisters by telegram to put off the 
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funeral. She penetrated into the funereal chamber where there 
was nothing but the coffin and some flowers. With a strange 
obstinacy, she demanded that the coffin be broken open. This 
was done. And to the serene, lifeless face, streaked by a thin 
hne of blood from one of the nostrils, Marie said farewell and 
asked for for^wness. She had always secretly reproached her- 
self for remaimng in France^ and for disappointing the old 
man who had counted on finishing his days with her. Before 
the open bier, in silence, she repented and accused herself 
until her brother and sisters put an end to the painful scene. ’ 
Mane had the demon of scruple within her: she was tor- 
tunng herself unjustly. The last years had been kind to her 
father—and Hnder stiU because of her. The affection of his 
fanffiy the satisfactions of a father and a grandfather, had 
made M. SUodovski forget the vicissitudes of a life without 
b^anc^ His last and strongest joys had come to him through 
Mane. The_ discovery of polonium and radium, the startling 
commumcanons signed with his daughter’s name in the 
Proceedings of the Academy of Science of Paris, had been a source 
of mtense emotion for the professor of physics, who had always 

tasK disinterested research by his daily 

toks. He had Mowed his daughter’s work stage by stage 
p understood Its importance and foresaw its later renown. 
Just recently. Mane had informed him that she had obtained 

°!,P^''s®'^®^ance, some pure radium. And in 
his last letter, six days before his death, M. Sklodovski traced 

re^^Tcrip^ ^ deformed his fine and 

And now you are in possession of salts of pure radium' If 
you consider the amount of work that has been spentTo" biain 

What 

seemTl ^ theoretical interest, as it 

teSy° ^ then, and embrace you 
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The happiaess and pride of the good man would have 
been indescribable if he had been able to live another two 
years to learn that fame had seized upon his daughter’s name, 
and that the Nobel Prize had been given to Henri Becquerel, 
to Pierre Curie and to Marie Curie, his little girl, his 
“Anciupecio.” 

Paler and thinner than ever, Marie left Warsaw. In Sep¬ 
tember she was to go back to Poland. After this grief the 
Sklodovski “children” felt the need of gathering together, to 
prove that fraternal solidarity survived. 

October . . . Pierre and Marie were back in the laboratory. 
They were tired. Marie, as she collaborated in research, was 
also drawing up the results of her work on the purification of 
radium. But she was without zest, and nothing aroused her. 
The terrible regimen she had inflicted on her nervous system 
for so long had strange repercussions: at night, slight attacks 
of somnambulism made her get up and walk unconsciously 
through the house. 

The coming years were to bring unhappy events. The first 
was a pregnancy, accidentally interrupted. Marie took this 
disappointment tragically: 

Marie to Bronya, August 2 ^th, igo^: 

I am in such consternation over this accident that I have not 
the courage to write to anybody. I had grown so accustomed 
to the idea of the child that I am absolutely desperate and 
cannot be consoled. Write to me, I beg of you, if you think I 
should blame this to general fatigue—^for I must admit that I 
have not spared my strength. I had confidence in my organism, 
and at present I regret this bitterly, as I have paid dearly for it. 
The child—a httle girl—^was in good condition and was living. 
And I had wanted it so badly! 

Later on, again from Poland, came bad news: Bronya’s 
second child, a boy, had died within a few days of tubercular 
meningitis. 







200 


MADAME CURIE 


I am quite overwhelmed by the misfortune that has fallen 
upon the Dluskis [Marie writes to her brother]. That child was 
the picture of he^th. If, in spite of every care, one can lose a 
child like that, how can one hope to keep the others and bring 
them up? I can no longer look at my little girl without 
trembling with terror. And Bronya’s grief tears me to pieces. 

These sorrows darkened Marie’s life, which was undermined 
by another torment, the gravest of all: Pierre was not well. The 
violent attacks of pain to which he was subject, which the 
doctors—for lack of more precise signs—called rheumatism, 
came at frequent intervals and left him terribly weak. Shot 
through and through with pain, he moaned for entire nights, 
watched over by his frightened wife. 

Just the same, Marie had to teach her classes at S^jvres; Pierre 
had to question his numerous students and supervise their 
laboratory work. And, far from the laboratory they had 
dreamed of in vain, the two physicists had to continue their 
minute experiments. 

Once, and only once, Pierre allowed a complaint to escape 
him. He said, imder his breath: 

“It’s pretty hard, this life that we have chosen.” 

Marie tried to protest. But she did not succeed in dis¬ 
simulating her own anxiety. If Pierre was discouraged to this 
point, his strength must be leaving him. Perhaps he was 
affected by some terrible, implacable disease? And could she, 
Marie, ever conquer this dreadful fatigue? For months past, 

the idea of death had prowled about this woman and obsessed 
her. 

“Pierrel” 

The scientist, surprised, turned toward Marie, who had called 
him with distress, in a strangled voice. 

“mat’s the matter? Darling, what is the matter with you?” 

Pierre ... if one of us disappeared . . . the other should 
not survive. . . . We can’t exist without each other, can we?” 

Pierre shook his head slowly. Marie, in pronouncing those 
words of a woman in love, forgetting for an instant her mission, 



201 


A HARD LIFE 

had made him remember that a scientist had no right to desert 
Science, the object of his life. 

He contemplated Marie’s twisted grief-stricken face for a 
moment. Then he said firmly; 

“You are wrong. Whatever happens, even if one has to go 
on like a body without a soul, one must work just the same.” 



CHAPTER XV 


A Doctor’s Thesis 


W HAT does it matter to Science if her passionate 
servants are rich or poor, happy or unhappy, healthy 
or ill? She knows that they have been created to seek 
and to discover, and that they will seek and find until their 
strength dries up at its source. It is not in a scientist’s power to 
struggle against his vocation: even on his days of disgust or 
rebellion his steps lead him inevitably back to his laboratory 
apparatus. 

We cannot, therefore, be surprised at the brilliance of the 
researches Pierre and Marie carried out successfully during 
these difficult years. Radioactivity grew and developed, ex¬ 
hausting little by little the pair of physicists who had given it 
life. 

From 1899 to 1904 Curies published, sometimes together 
and sometimes separately, or sometimes in collaboration with 
one of their colleagues, thirty-two scientific communications. 
Ihe titles of these notes are grim, and their text bristles with 
diagrams and formulae which frighten the layman. Each of them, 
nevertheless, represents a victory. In reading the dry enumera¬ 
tion of the most important reports, let us think of how much 
curiosity, obstiaacy and genius he within them. 

On the Chemical Effects of Radium Rc^s. Marie Ciurie and Pierre 
Curie, 1899. 

On the Atomic Weight of Radiferous Barium. Marie Curie, 1900. 


202 


A DOCTOR’S THESIS 203 

The J{ew Radioactive Substances and the Rays They Emit. Marie 
Curie and Pierre Curie, 1900. 

On Induced Radioactivity Provoked by Radium Salts. Pierre Curie 
and Andre Debierne, igor. 

The Physiological Action of Radium Rays. Pierre Curie and Henri 
Becquerel, 1901. 

On Radioactive Bodies. Marie Curie and Pierre Curie, 1901. 

On the Atomic Weight of Radium. Marie Curie, 1902. 

On the Absolute MecLSure of Time. Pierre Curie, 1902. 

On Induced Radioactivity and on the Emanation of Radium. Pierre 
Curie, 1903. 

On the Heat Spontaneously Disengaged by Radium Salts. Pierre 
Curie and A. Laborde, 1903. 

Researches on Radioactive Substances. Marie Curie, 1903. 

On the Radioactivity of Gases Freed by the Water of Thermal 
Springs. Pierre Curie and A. Laborde, 1904. 

The Physiological Action of the Emanation of Radium. Pierre 
Curie, Charles Bouchard and V. Balthazard, 1904. 

Radioactivity, born in France, rapidly conquered in foreign 
countries. From 1900 onwards, letters signed by the greatest 
names in science arrived in the Rue Lhomond from England, 
Grermany, Austria, Denmark, all bubbling over with requests 
for information. The Curies thus had a continuous corres¬ 
pondence with Sir William Crookes, with Professors Suess and 
Boltzmann of Vienna, with the Danish explorer Paulsen. The 
“parents” of radium were lavish of explanations and technical 
advice to their colleagues. In several countries, research 
workers rushed into the search for unknown radioactive 
elements. They hoped to achieve new discoveries. It was a 
fruitful pursuit, to which we owe mesothorium, radiothorium, 
ionium, protactinium and radio-lead. 

In 1903 two EngHsh scientists, Ramsay and Soddy, demon¬ 
strated that radium continually disengaged a small quantity of a 
gas, helium. This was the first known example of a trans¬ 
formation of atoms. A little later, stiU in England, Rutherford 
and Soddy, taking up a hypothesis considered by Marie Curie as 
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early ^ 1900, published a striking Theory of Radioactive Trans¬ 
formation. They affirmed that radio elements, even when they 
seemed to be unchangeable, were in a state of spontaneous 
evolution: the more rapid their rate of transformation, the more 
powerful their “activity.” 

Here we have a veritable theory of the transmutation of 
simple bodies, but not as the alchemists understood it [Pierre 
Curie was to write]. Inorganic matter must have evolved, 
necessarily, through the ages, and followed immutable laws. 


Prodigious radium! Purified as a chloride, it appeared to be 
a dull-white powder, which might easily be mistaken for 
common kitchen salt. But its properties, better and better 
known, seemed stupefying. Its radiation, by which it had 
become known to the Curies, passed all expectation in intensity; 
It proved to be two miUion times stronger than that of uranium’ 
Scieiice had already analysed and dissected it, subdividing the 
rays mto three different kinds, which traversed the hardest and 
most opaque matter—undergoing modification, of course. Only 
a thick screen of lead proved to be able to stop the insidious 
rays m their invisible flight. 

Radi^ had its shadow, its ghost: it spontaneously produced 
a sin^ar gaseous substance, the emanation of radium, which 
was dso active and destroyed itself clearly even when enclosed 
in a gl^s tube, according to rigorous law. Its presence was to be 
proved in the waters of numerous thermal springs. 

^ -^offier defiance of the theories which seemed the immovable 
basis of physics was that radium spontaneously gave offbeat. In 
one horn it produced a quantity of heat capable of melting its 
own weight of ice. If it was protected against external cold it 
^ew warmer, and its temperature would go up as much as ten 

that of the surrounding 


What could it not do? It made an impression on photo- 
^aphic plates through black paper; it made the atmosphere a 
conductor of electneity and thus discharged electroscopes at a 




A DOCTOR’S THESIS 205 

distance; it coloured the glass receivers which had the honour of 
containing it with mauve and violet; it corroded and, little by 
little, reduced to powder the paper or the cottonwool in which 
it was wrapped. 

We have already seen that it was luminous. 

This luminosity cannot be seen by daylight [Marie wrote] but 
it can be easily seen in half-darkness. The light emitted can be 
strong enough to read by, using a little of the product for light 
in darkness. ... 

Nor was this the end of the wonders of radium: it also 
gave phosphorescence to a large number of bodies incapable of 
emitting light by their own means. 

Thus with the diamond: 

The diamond is made phosphorescent by the action of 
radium and can so be distinguished from imitations in paste, 
which have very weak luminosity. 

And, finally, the radiation of radium was “contagious”— 
contagious, like a persistent scent or a disease. It was im¬ 
possible for an object, a plant, an animal or a person to be 
left near a tube of radium without immediately acquiring a 
notable “activity” which a sensitive apparatus could detect. 
This contagion, which interfered with the results of precise 
experiments, was a daily enemy to Pierre and Marie Curie. 


'^en one studies strongly radioactive substances [Marie 
writes], special precautions must be taken if one wishes to be 
able to continue taking delicate measurements. The various 
objects used in a chemical laboratory, and those which serve 
for experiments in physics, all become radioactive in a short 
time and act upon photographic plates through black paper. 
Dust, the air of the room, and one’s clothes all become 
radioactive. The air in the room is a conductor. In the 
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laboratory where we work the evil has reached an acute 
stage, and we can no longer have any apparatus completely 
isolated. r / 


Long after the death of the Curies, their working notebooks 
were to reveal this mysterious “activity,” so that after thirty or 
forty years the “living activity” would stih aflFect measurin? 
apparatuses. ® 

Radioactivity, generation of heat, production of hehum gas 
and emanation, spontaneous self-destruction—^how far we had 
travelled from the old theories on inert matter, on the im¬ 
movable atom! Not more than five years before, scientists had 
beheved our universe to be composed of defined substances 
elements fixed for ever. Now it was seen that with every second 
of passing time radium particles were expelling atoms of helium 
gas from themselves and were hurling them forth with enor¬ 
mous force. The residue of this tiny, terrifying explosion, which 
Mane was to call the “cataclysm of atomic transformation ” 
was a gaseous atom of emanation which, itself, was transformed 
mto an^er radioactive body which was transformed in its 
turn. T^us the radio elements formed strange and cruel 
famihes m which each member was created by the spontaneous 
transformation of the mother substance: radium was a 
descendmt ofuramum, polonium a descendant of radium. 
These bodies, created at every instant, destroyed themselves 
accordmg^to eternal laws: each radio element lost half its 
substance in a time which was always the same, which was to be 
caUed its penod. To diminish itself by one half, uranium 
reqimed several thousand milHon years, radium sixteen 
hundred years, Ae emanation of radium four days, and the 

descendants” of emanation only a few seconds 

Motionless in appearance, matter contained births, coUisions, 
murders md smcides. It contained dramas subjected to im¬ 
placable fatahty: it contained life and death. 

facts which the discovery of radioactivity 
revealed. Phdosophers had only to begin their philosophy aU 

over agam and physicists their physics. ^ ^ 
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The last and most moving miracle was that radium could do 
something for the happiness of human beings. It was to become 
their ally against an atrocious disease, cancer. 

The German scientists Walkhoff and Giesel announced in 
1900 that the new substance had certain physiological effects; 
Pierre Curie at once applied the technique which seemed to 
him most practical. Indifferent to danger, he exposed his arm 
to the action of radium. To his joy, a lesion appeared. He 
watched over it, followed its evolution and, in a report to the 
Academy, phlegmatically described the symptoms observed. 

After the action of the rays, the skin became red over a 
surface of six square centimetres; the appearance was that of a 
burn, but the skin was not painful, or barely so. At the end of 
several days the redness, without growing larger, began to 
increase in intensity; on the twentieth day it formed scabs, and 
then a wound which was dressed with bandages; on the forty- 
second day the epidermis began to form again on the edges, 
working toward the centre, and fifty-two days after the action of 
the rays there was still a surface of one square centimetre in the 
condition of a wound, which assumed a greyish appearance 
indicating deeper mortification. 

I may add that Mme Curie, in carrying a few centigrammes 
of very active matter in a little sealed tube, received analogous 
burns, even though the little tube was enclosed in a thin 
metallic box. One action lasting less than half an hour, in 
particular, produced a red spot at the end of fifteen days, which 
left a blister similar to that of a superficial burn and took 
fifteen more days to cure. 

These facts show that the duration of the evolution of the 
changes varies with the intensity of the active rays and with the 
duration of the action which originally excites them. 

Besides these lively effects, we have had various effects on our 
hands during researches made with very active products. The 
hands have a general tendency toward desquamation; the 
extremities of the fingers which have held tubes or capsules 
containing very active products become hard and sometimes 
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with one of us, the inflammation of the extremities 
of the fingers lasted about a fortnight and ended by the scaling 
of the slm, but their painful sensitiveness had not yet com¬ 
pletely disappeared at the end of two months. 

Henri Becquerel, carrying a glass tube of radium in the 
pocket of bs waistcoat, was also burned, but not because he had 
wshed to be. Astonished and angry, he hurried to the Curies to 

the exploits of their terrible 

cmld. xie declared, by way of conclusion: 

I love tlus radium, but I’ve got a grudge against it!” 

Ihen he hastened to draw up the results of the involuntarv 
experiment, which appeared in the Proceedings of June 3rd, 1901 
alongside Pierre’s observations. ^ ’ 

Struck by t^ surprising power of the rays, Pierre studied the 
action ^of radium on animals. He coUaborated with two 
medical men of high rank. Professors Bouchard and Balthazard 
Their conviction was soon formed: by destroying diseased cells* 
^owths,^tumours and certain foLs of ca^S 
This Aerapeutic method was to be caUed Curietherapy 

ft? Dominici, Degrai 

emnlnx)^ ^ first treatments of diseased persons with success, 
emanation of radium lent by Marie and 

at?? T the sHn was studied by Dr. Daulos 

^ t. Loins Hospital [Mane Curie was to write]. Radium gave 
encoura^ng results from this point of view: the epiSS 
par aUy destroyed by its action, formed again in a healthy state! 

l^diim was magnificently useful. 

^ comequence of such revelations can be 

SvVJ?® the new element no longer had 

salutarv ^ ^ interest. It had become indispensable, 

alutary. A raAum tndustty was about to be born. 

wHch^o^l^r?" beginning of this industry. 

Which could not have been created without their advice. They 
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prepared with their own hands the first gramme of radium that 
saw the light—by the hands of Marie, chiefly—in treating eight 
tons of pitch-blende residue at the shed behind the School of 
Physics, according to a process of their invention. Little by little 
the magic properties of radium excited other imaginations, and 
the couple found practical help in organising production on a 
vast scale. 

The wholesale treatment of ores was begun under the 
direction of Andrd Debierne at the Central Chemical Products 
Company, which consented to effect the operation without 
making a profit. In 1902 the Academy of Science awarded the 
Curies a credit of 20,000 francs "for the extraction of radioactive 
matter.” They began at once to purify five tons of ore. 

In 1904 a French industrialist who was intelligent and bold, 
Armet de Lisle, had the idea of founding a factory to make 
radium and to furnish it to doctors for the treatment of 
malignant tumours. He offered Pierre and Marie a laboratory 
attached to this factory, where the scientists could successfully 
carry out work which the narrow limits of their wooden shed 
made impracticable. The Curies found collaborators such as 
F. Haudepin and Jacques Danne, to whom Armet de Lisle 
confided the extraction of the precious substance. 

Marie was never to be separated from her first gramme of 
radium, which she bequeathed to her laboratory. It never had, 
and was never to have, a value other than that of her tenacious 
efibrt. When the shed had been knocked down by the wrecker’s 
axe and Madame Curie was no more, this gramme of radium 
was to remain as the shining symbol of a great work and of the 
heroic period of two existences. 

The grammes which followed had a difierent value: a value in 
gold. Radium, regularly put on sale, became one of the dearest 
substances in the world: during these first years, it was estimated 
at 750 j 000 gold francs by gramme. 

Such an aristocratic material was worth commenting upon: in 
January 1905 appeared the first number of a review. Radium, 
which was to treat exclusively of radioiactive products. 

Radium had acquired a commercial personality. It had its 
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market ,^ue and te press. On the letter-paper of the Armet de 

Lisle factory was soon to be read, in big letters: 

SALTS—RADIOACTIVE SUBSTANCES 
Telegraphic address: RADIUM, NOGENT-SUR-MaSe 

scientists in several countries, the 
creation of an industry, and the first trials of a wonderful 
treatment for disease had been possible to accompHsh, it was 
because a blonde young woman, carried away by her passionate 
cu^osity had chosen in 1897 to study BecqLrd’s rayras ie 
sulyect of her thesis. It was because she had been abfo to guess 

to f K joining her e&rts 

sta^r existence of this sub- 

m^^m. succeeded in isolating pure 

^•\Ve see ^s young woman on June 25th, 1902, before the 
oard m a little hall of the Sorbonne, the students’ hall 
reached by a tilting hidden staircase. Fiv; years hargonfbv 

twlvT^ attacked the subject of her thesis. Involved in 
the wlmlwmd of an immense discovery, she had put off her 
doctor s examination again and again, as she could not find 
the necess^ time to assemble her material. To-day she was 
presenting herself before her judges. ^ 

_ According to custom, she had sent the examiners MM 

suESv f Moissan, the text of the work she was 

si^bnutting for them approval: “Researches on Radioactive 

eventSe J’'S^o^ovska Curie.” And-incredible 

and 

A <>>' saleswoman, fingered *e 

S^ettion to 'I" paW any 

att^bon to the sulky, absent-minded face of her younger 

Did the two sisters remember that it was exactly twenty years 
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since, in the radiant month of June 1883, Bronya had dressed 
Marie for another occasion? It was a solemn morning: little 
Manyusya, dressed in black, was to receive from the hands of a 
Russian official the gold medal of the Gymnasium in the 
Krakovsky Boulevard. . . . 

Mme Curie was standing very straight. On her pale face and 
rounded brow, completely bared by her fair hair brushed back 
in a crest, a few lines marked the traces of the battle she had 
fought and won. Physicists and chemists were crowded into the 
sun-filled room where more chairs had had to be added: the 
exceptional interest of the researches to be spoken of here had 
attracted men of science. 

Old Dr. Curie, Pierre Curie and Bronya had taken their 
places at the back of the room, squeezed in between students. 
Near them could be seen a group of young girls, fresh and 
chattering: they were Sevres girls, pupils of Marie, who had 
come to applaud their professor. 

The three examiners iii evening dress sat behind a long oak 
table. They took turns in asking questions of the candidate. 
To M. Bouty, to Lippmann, her first master, with subtle 
inspired features, and to M. Moissan, whose impressive beard 
seemed to go on for ever, Marie answered in a gentle voice. 
Sometimes she traced the design of an apparatus or the signs 
of a fundamental formula on the blackboard with a piece of 
chalk. She explained the results of her research in sentences of 
technical dryness, with dull adj ectives. But in the brains of the 
physicists around her, young and old, pontiffs and disciples, a 
transmutation of another order took place: Marie’s cold 
words changed into a dazzling and exciting picture: that of one 
of the greatest discoveries of the century. 

Scientists disapprove of eloquence and comments. In con¬ 
ferring on Maiie Curie the rank of doctor, the judges gathered 
at the Faculty of Science were to use, in their turn, words 
without brilliance, to which their extreme simplicity, as one 
re-reads them thirty years later, gives deep emotional value. 

M. Lippmann, the president, pronounced the sacred 
formula: 
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The University of Paris accords you the titlp of r* * 
Phydcal Science, with the mention ‘Ls honorable^ ° 

These austere examinations, these serious c^r^A j 
ceremonies, taking place in exactly the same way for the'^en 

=5Si2=sSssss: 

radioactive ores were soueh/for^*^^*”r^ become known, 

err ri 

_ Kerre explained these things to his 

m fte litfle honse in the Boulevard rr“”® 

had just brought a letter fiom the UnSes' ^7“*"“ 
had read it attentiwTtr j States. The scientist 

his deA ““bvely, folded H up again and placed it on 

fidirs SSrS'rT bo sort! thought- 

certain now. The recent cure^ f extended; that is 

conclusive; in a few vear-s tit tumours have been 

radium. Just now in fart tit* f world will be wanting 

some teidr;irr 

me to give them information.” America ask 
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“Well, then?” Marie sziid, taking no vivid interest in the 
conversation. 

“Well, then, we have a choice between two solutions. We 
can describe the results of our research without reserve, includ¬ 
ing the processes of purification ...” 

Marie made a mechanical gesture of approval and mur¬ 
mured: 

“Yes, naturally.” 

“Or else,” Pierre went on, “we can consider ourselves to be 
the proprietors, the ‘inventors’ of radium. In this case it would 
be necessary, before publishing exactly how one worked to treat 
pitch-blende, to patent the technique and assure ourselves in 
that way of rights over the manufacture of radium throughout 
the world.” 

He made an effort to clarify the position in objective fashion. 
It was not his fault if, in pronouncing words with which he was 
only slightly familiar, such as “patent” and “assure ourselves of 
the rights,” his voice had a hardly perceptible inflection of 
scorn. 

Marie reflected a few seconds. Then she said: 

“It is impossible. It would be contrary to the scientific 
spirit.” 

Pierre’s serious face lightened. To settle his conscience, he 
dwelt upon it. 

“I think so too. . . . But I do not want this decision to 
be taken lightly. Our life is hard—and it threatens to be hard 
for ever. We have a daughter; perhaps we may have other 
children. For them, and for us, this patent would represent a 
great deal of money, a fortune. It would be comfort made 
certain, and the suppression of drudgery . . .” 

He mentioned, too, with a little laugh, the only thing which 
it was cruel for him to give up: 

“We could have a fine laboratory too.” 

Marie’s gaze grew fixed. She steadily considered this idea 
of gain, of material compeirsation. Almost at once she rejected 
it. 

“Physicists always publish their researches completely. If our 
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discovery has a commercial future, that is an accident by which 
we must not profit. And radium is going to be of use in trea ting 
disease. ... It seems to me impossible to take advantage of 
that.” 

She made no attempt to convince her husband; she guessed 
that he had spoken of the patent only out of scruple. The 
words she pronounced with complete assurance expressed the 
feelings of both of them, their infallible conception of the 
scientist’s role. 

' In the silence Pierre repeated, like an echo, Marie’s phrase; 

“No. It would be contrary to the scientific spirit.” 

He was appeased. He added, as if settling a question of no 
importance: 

“I shall write to-night, then, to the American engineers, and 
give them the information they ask for.” 

In agreement with me [Marie was to write twenty years 
later] ^ Pierre Curie decided to take no material profit from 
our discovery: in consequence we took out no patent and we 
have pubhshed the results of our research without reserve, 
as well as the processes of preparation of radium. Moreover, 
we gave interested persons all the information they requested. 
This was a great benefit to the radium industry, which was 
enabled to develop in full hberty, first in France and then 
abroad, furnishing to scientists and doctors the products 
they needed. As a matter of fact, this industry is still using 
to-day, almost without modification, the processes which we 
pointed out. 

The Buffalo Society of Natural Science” has offered me, 
as a souvenir, a publication on the development of the radium 
industry in the United States, accompanied by photographic 
reproductions of the letters in which Pierre Curie replied most 
fully to the questions asked by the American engineers [1902 
and 1903]. 

A quarter of an hour after this little Sunday-morning 
talk, Pierre and Marie passed the Gentilly gate on their 
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beloved bicycles, and, pedalling at a good pace, headed for the 
woods of Clamart. 

They had chosen for ever between poverty and fortune. 
In the evening they came back exhausted, their arms filled 
with leaves and bunches of field flowers. 



CHAPTER XVI 


The Enemy 


T hough Switzerland was the first country to offer the 
Curies a position worthy of their merit—remember the 
University of Geneva’s letter—their first honours came 
from England. 

In France some scientific rewards had been given them’ 
Pierre received the Plante Prize in 1895 and the Lacaze Prize in 
1901. Marie had received the Gegner Prize three times. But no 
distinction of great brilhance had yet come their way when, in 
June 1903, the Royal Institution officially invited Pierre Curie 
to lecture on radium. The physicist accepted and went to 
London with his wife for this ceremonial. 

^ A famifiar face welcomed them, shining with friendliness and 
benevolence: Lord Kelvin. The illustrious old man made the 
success of the young couple his personal business, and was as 
proud of their researches as if they had been his own. He took 
them to see his laboratory; as they went along, he threw a 
paternal Mtii over Pierre’s shoulder. With touching pleasure he 
show^ his coUaborators the present that had been brought him 
from Pans: it was a true physicist’s present, a precious particle 
of radium enclosed in a glass tube. 

^ On the evening of the lecture Lord Kelvin was seated beside 
Mane—the first woman who had ever been admitted to the 
sessions of the Royal Institution. In the crowded haU, the whole 
of Enghsh science gathered: Sir William Crookes, Lord Ray- 
kigh. Lord Avebury, Sir Frederick Bramwell, Sir Oliver Lodge, 
Professors Dewar, Ray Lankester, Ayrton, S. P. Thompson, 
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Armstrong. . , , Speaking in French, with his slow voice, 
Pierre described the properties of radium. Then he asked for 
darkness and proceeded to make several striking experiments: 
by the witchcraft of radium he discharged a gold-leaf electro¬ 
scope at a distance, rendered a screen of zinc sulphate phos¬ 
phorescent, made impressions on photographic plates wrapped 
in black paper, and proved the spontaneous release of heat 
from the marvellous substance. 

The enthusiasm aroused by that evening had its repercussion 
on the morrow: all London wanted to see the ‘'parents’^ of 
radium. ^‘Professor and Madame Curie’’ were invited to 
dinners and banquets. 

At these biiUiant receptions they listened to the toasts given 
in their honour and replied by brief words of gratitude. Pierre, 
dressed in the rather shiny suit of tails in which he always 
lectured at the P.G.N., gave, in spite of his great politeness, the 
impression of being elsewhere, of understanding with difficulty 
that these compliments were addressed to him. Maiie uneasily 
felt thousands of glances fixed upon her—on this rarest of 
animals, this phenomenon: a woman physicist! 

Her dress was dark, only slightly cut out at the neck; her 
hands, ruined by acids, were bare: there was not even a wedding 
ring to be seen on them. Near her, over bare throats, there 
gleamed the finest diamonds in the empire. Marie looked upon 
these jewels with sincere pleasure and noticed with surprise that 
her husband, ordinarily so absent-minded, also had his eyes 
fixed on the necklaces and jewelled collars. 

‘T didn’t even imagine that such jewels existed,” she said to 
Pierre that evening as she was undressing. ‘‘How pretty they 
are!” 

The physicist began to laugh. 

“Do you know, during dinner, when I didn’t know what to 
think about, I discovered a game: I calculated how many 
laboratories could be built with the stones that each woman 
present was wearing around her neck. When the time for the 
speeches arrived I had got up to an astronomical number of 
buildings.” 
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After a few days the Curies went back to their shed. They 
had formed solid friendships in London and planned various 
collaborations: Pierre was to publish soon, with his English 
colleague Professor Dewar, a study on the gases released by 

radium bromide. ^ 

Anglo-Saxons are faithful to those whom they admire. In 
November 1903 a letter announced to Pierre and Marie that the 
Royal Society of London wished to mark its esteem of them by 
one of its highest awards: the Davy Medal. 

Marie, who was ill, let her husband go to the ceremony 
without her. Pierre brought back from England a heavy 
gold medal, on which their names were engraved. He looked 
for a place for the medal in their house in the Boulevard 
Kellerma.nn. He handled it awkwardly; he lost and found it 
again. Finally, seized with a sudden inspiration, he confided 
It to his daughter Mne, who had never had such a gala day 
m her six years. ^ 

When his friends came to see him, the scientist showed them 
the child amusing herself with the new toy. 

“Irfene adores her big new penny!” he said by way of 
conclusion. 

"i^e brilliance of two brief journeys, and a little girl playing 
with a golden disc: such was the prelude of the symphony 
which was now approaching its all-powerful crescendo. 


_ It was from Sweden, tMs time, that the conductor gave the 
signal. ° 

In its sole^ general meeting” of December loth, 1903, the 
Academy of Science of Stockholm pubHcly announced that the 
Wobel Prize in Physics for the current year was awarded half to 
Henri Becquerel and half to M. and Mme Curie for their dis- 
covenes in radioactivity. 

^^Neither of the Curies was present at the session. The French 
Mimster received the diplomas and gold medals in their 
names oin the Kings hands. Unwell and overworked, 
^ shrunk from the long journey in mid- 
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Professor Aurivillius to M. and Mme Curie^ November 14^^, 1903: 

M. AND Mme Curie, 

As I have had the honour of informing you telegraphically, 
the Swedish Academy of Science, in its session of November 
I2th, decided to bestow on you half of the Nobel Prize in 
Physics for this year, as evidence of its appreciation of your 
extraordinary work in common on the Becquerel rays. 

On December loth, at the ceremonial general meeting, the 
decisions of the various bodies charged with the distribution of 
priz^—which must be kept strictly secret until then—will be 
published, and on the same occasion the diplomas and gold 
medals will also be distributed. 

In the name of the Academy of Science, I therefore invite you 
to be present at this meeting to receive your prize in person. 

According to Article 9 of the statute of the Nobel Foundation, 
you me required to make a public lecture in Stockholm during 
the six months following the meeting, on the subject of the work 
for wMch the prize is awarded. If you come to Stockholm at the 
said time, it would no doubt be best to discharge this obligation 
during the days immediately following the meeting, if that 
arrangement suits you. 

Hoping that the Academy will have the great pleasure of 
seeing you in Stockholm, I beg of you, monsieur and madame, 
to accept the assurance of my distinguished regard. 

Pierre Curie to Professor Aurivillius^ November 1903 ; 

Mr. Secretary,* 

We are very grateful to the Academy of Science of Stockholm 
for the great honour it does us in awarding us half of the Nobel 
Prize for Physics. We beg you to be kind enough to transmit the 

expression of our gratitude and of our sincerest thanks. 

It is very difficult for us to go to Sweden for the ceremonial 
meeting on December I oth. 

We cannot go away at that time of year without greatly 

♦ Professor Aurivillius was the secriiaire ferpMuel of the Swedish Academy 
of Science, a position of great eminence and authority, which the English 
word "secretary” hardly conveys. 
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upsetting the teaching which is confided to each of us. If 
we went to the meeting we could only stay a very short time 
and we should barely have time to make the acquaintance of 
the Swedish scientists. 

Finally, Mme Curie has been ill this summer and is not yet 
completely recovered. ^ 

I wish to ask you to postpone the time of our journey and the 
lecture to a later date. We could go to Stockholm at Easter, for 
example, or, which would suit us better still, toward the middle 
of June. 

Please accept, Mr. Secretary, the assurance of our respect. 

After these phrases of official courtesy we must quote another 
letter ^unexpected and astonishing. Written by Marie in 
Polish, it was addressed to her brother. The date is worthy of 
reinark: December i ith, 1903, the day after the public meeting 
in Stockholm. The first day of fame!~when Marie should 
have been intoxicated by her triumph. Her adventure was 
indeed extraordinary: no woman had heretofore achieved 
renown in the difficult realm of science. She was the first, and for 
the moment the only, celebrated woman scientist in theworld. 

Marie Curie to Joseph Sklodovski, December i ith, 1903: 

Dear Joseph, 

I thank both of you most tenderly for your letters. Don’t 
forget to thank Manyusya [Joseph’s daughter] for her nice 
letter, so weU written, which gave me great pleasure. I shall 
answer her as soon as I have a free moment. 

At the beginning of November I had a sort of influenza which 
left me wth a slight cough. I went to see Dr. Landrieux, who 
examned my lungs and found nothing wrong. But on the other 
hand, he^says I am anaemic. I feel strong, just the same, and 
1 succeed in working more now than I did in the autumn, 
without too much fatigue. 

My husband has been to London to receive the Davy Medal 
wfoch has been given us. I did not go with him for fear of 
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We have been given half of the Nohel Prize. I do not know 
exactly what that represents j I beheve it is about seventy 
thousand francs. For us, it is a huge sum. I don’t know when 
we shall get the money, perhaps only when we go to Stockholm. 
We are obliged to lecture there during the six months following 
December loth. 

We did not go to the ceremonial meeting because it was too 
complicated to arrange. I did not feel strong enough to 
undertake such a long journey (forty-eight hours without 
stopping, and more if one stops along the way) in such an 
inclement season, in a cold country, and without being able to 
stay there more than three or four days: we could not, without 
great difficulty, interrupt our courses for a long period. 

We are inundated with letters and with visits from photo¬ 
graphers and journalists. One would like to dig into the ground 
somewhere to find a httle peace. We have received a proposal 
from America to go there and give a series of lectures on our 
work. They ask us how much we want. Whatever the terms 
may be, we intend to refuse. With much effort we have 
avoided the banquets people wanted to organise in our honour. 
We refuse with the energy of despair, and people understand 
that there is nothing to be done. 

My Irbne is well. She is going to a little school rather far 
from the house. It is very difficult in Paris to find a good school 
for small children. 

I kiss you all tenderly, and implore you not to forget me, 

“We have been given half of the Nobel Prize ... I don’t 
know when we shall get the money.’ ’ 

These words, written by a creature who had just willingly 
renounced wealth, assume a special value. The thunderous 
notoriety, the homage of Press and public, official invitations 
and the bridge of gold offered from America, Marie only 
mentions with bitter complaints. This Nobel Prize, which 
suddenly made of Pierre Gurie and herself a famous couple, 
represented in her eyes one thing only: seventy thousand gold 
francs. It was a recompense accorded by Swedish scientists to 
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' the work of two of their colleagues, and it was not “contrary to 
the scientific spirit” to accept it—a unique chance of releasing 
Pierre from his hours of teaching, of saving his health! 

On January 2nd, 1904, the blessed cheque was paid in to the 
branch bank in the Avenue des Gobelins, which harboured the 
couple’s slender savings. Pierre at last could leave off teaching 
at the School of Physics, where an eminent physicist, Paul 
Langevin, his former pupil, was to replace him. The Curies 
engaged, at their own expense, a laboratory assistant: it was 
simpler and quicker than waiting for the phantom collaborators 
promised by the university. Marie sent twenty thousand 
Austnan crowns as a loan to the Dluskis, to help in the 
beginnings of their sanatorium, and the rest of the Uttle 
fortune, which was soon to be swollen by the fifty thousand 
francs of the Osiris Prize, awarded half to Marie Curie and half 
to Edouard Branly, was evenly divided between French rentes 
and bonds of the City of Warsaw. 

In the black account book can be found traces of a few 
other sumptuary expenses. There were presents in money and 
loans to Pierre’s brother, to Marie’s sisters—liberalities which 
the extreme discretion of their beneficiaries was to reduce to 

modest proportions. There were also subscriptions to scientific 
societies. 

Gifts: to Polish students, to a childhood friend of Marie’s, to 

laboratory assistants, to a Sevres girl in need. . . .Finding in her 

^ memory the name of a very poor woman who had once lovingly 
taught her French—a Mile de St. Aubin, now Mme Kozlovska, 
born m Dieppe, but settled and married in Poland—whose 
gr^t dream was to see the land of her birth again, Marie wrote 
to her, invited her to France, received her in her house and paid 
for her journey from Warsaw to Paris and from Paris to Dieppe; 

the good lady was to speak of this immense unexpected joy with 
tears. 

Mme bestowed such ingenious and subtle kindnesses 
without fuss. She had no unmeasured generosities 
^d no whims and decided to help those who needed her 
tor as long as she Kved. She wished to do so according to 
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her meaaas, so as to be able to continue to do so always. 

She also thought of herself. She installed a modem bath¬ 
room in the house in the Boulevard Kellermann re¬ 
papered a little room which needed it. But it never entered her 
head to mark the occasion of the Nobel Prize by buying a new 
hat, and though she insisted on Pierre’s leaving the School of 
Physics, for her part she kept on with her teaching at Sevres. 
She loved her pupils and felt strong enough to continue with 
the lessons which assured her of a salary. 

It may be thought strange to enumerate so minutely the 
expenses of two scientists at the moment when Fame opened her 
arms to them. I ought perhaps to describe the mob of the 
curious and of the journalists of all countries who besi^ed the 
Gmie house and the shed in the Rue Lhomond; I ought to 
count the tele^ams which piled up on the huge work-table, the 
newspaper articles in their thousands, and depict the physicists 
posing for photographers. 

I have no desire to do so. I know that the commotion which 
was now beginning brought my parents nothing but dis¬ 
pleasure. We must seek for their satisfactions not in such 
evidence but elsewhere: Pierre and Marie were happy to see 
their discovery appreciated at its worth by the members of the 
Swedish Academy, happy also to find, among the heaps of 
congratulations, enthusiastic messages firom a few persons whom 
they admired. The Joy of their relations moved them, and the 
seventy thousand francs which lightened the burden of daily * 
drudgery were welcome. The rest—that “rest” for which m en 
are capable of such effort, and often of such baseness—^was 
nothing but misery and torment to them. 

A permanent misimderstanding separated them from the 
public which turned its sympathy towards them. The Curies 
reached in this year of 1903 a moment which was perhaps the 
most pathetic of their lives. They were at an age where genius, 
served by experience, could give its maximum. They had 
successfully accomplished, in a barrack sodden with rain, the 
discovery of radium which astonished the world. But the 
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mission was not finished: their brains contained the possibility 
of other unknown riches. They wanted to work; they had to 

work. 

^But fame took little account of the future towards which 
Pierre and Marie were straining. Fame leaps upon the great 
hangs its fuU weight upon them, attempts to arrest their 
development. The publicity given by the Nobel Prize fixed 
upon the couple of research workers the attention of millions of 
beings, men and women, phfiosophers, workers, professors 
business men and people in society. These millions of beings 
offered their praises to the Curies. But what pledges they 
claimed in exchange!^ The advantages which the scientists had 
presented them with in advance—the intellectual capital of the 
discovery, its power of help against a terrible evil—did not 
suffice for them. They consigned radioactivity, although it was 
still in an embryonic stage, to the class of acquired victories and 
busied themselves less with helping in its development than in 
savouring the picturesque details of its birth. They wished to 
break in upon the intimacy of the surprising couple about whom 
a double gemus, a transparent fife and a total disinterestedness 
were already creating a legend. Their eager homage rummaged 
t rough the existence of their idols—of their victims—and 
dispossessed them of the only treasures they wished to preserve* 
meditation and silence. 

Tn the newspapers of the period, along with photographs of 
Pie^e, or Marie (“a fair young woman, distinguished, slender 
m figure or “a charming mother whose exquisite sensibility 
IS accompanied by a spirit curious about the unfathomable”) of 
ffieir adorable Httle girl” and of Didi, the alley cat roUed up 
into a ball before the stove in the dining-room, there also 
appeared eloquent descriptions of the litUe house and of the 
laboratory, those retreats whose charm and chaste poverty the 

Jvogiysicists had wished to keep for themselves. The house in 

ffie :^ulevard Kellermaim became “the sages’ dwelling,” 
descnbed as “a pretty house, far off in the unknown and 
so axy aro, in the shadow of the fortifications, a house which 

Harbours the mtimate happiness of two great scientists.” 
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And the Shed rose to honour: 

Behind the Pantheon, in a narrow, dark and deserted street 
such as those shown in the etchings to illustrate melodramatic 
old novels, the Rue Lhomond, between black and fissured 
houses, beside a trembling pavement, a miserable barrack raises 
its wooden wall: it is the Municipal School of Physics and 
Chemistry. 

I went through a courtyard, a lamentable enclosure which 
had endured the worst insults of time, and then through a 
solitary archway where my steps re-echoed, and found myself in 
a soggy blind alley where a twisted tree was dying in a corner 
between wooden planks. There extended several cabins of a 
sort, long, low, glassed-in, where I perceived small steady 
flames and glass instruments of various forms. No noise: a deep, 
melancholy silence; the echo of the town did not even enter 
here. 

I knocked at a door chosen at random and entered a 
laboratory of astonishing simplicity: the floor was of rugged 
beaten earth, the walls of ruined plaster, the ceiling of rather 
shaky laths, and the light came in weakly through dusty 
windows, A young man, bent over a complicated piece of 
apparatus, lifted his head. "'M. Curie,’" he said, “is in there.” 
At once he resumed his work. Minutes went by. It was cold. 
Drops of water were falling from a tap. Two or three gas 
burners were alight. 

Finally there entered a tall, thin man with a bony face and a 
rough grey beard, wearing a battered little cap. It was M. 
Curie. 

(EirAaYfe Pam, Paul Acker.) 

Fame is an astonishing mirror, sometimes faithful, sometimes 
distorting like the convex glasses of an amusement park; it pro¬ 
jects into space a thousand pictures of its chosen ones and takes 
possession of their least gestures to exalt them by caricature. 
The life of the Curies furnished fashionable cabarets with 
subjects for sketches: when the newspapers announced that 
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M. and Mme Curie had accidentaUy lost part of their stock of 
radium, a skit played in a Montmartre theatre promptly 
showed them locked up in their shed, allowing nobody to enter 
sweeping the floor themselves and comically exploring ever^ 
corner of the stage to find the lost substance. ^ 

And here is how the event was told by Marie: 


Marie to Joseph Sklodovski: 

A ^eat misfortune has overtaken us recently: in the course of 
a dehcate operation with radium, we lost an important quantity 
of our stock, and we still cannot understand the cause of the 
disaster. On this account I find myself forced to put off the 
work on Je atomic weight of radium, which I should have 
begun by Easter. We are both of us in consternation. 


In another letter, speaHng of the radium which was her only 
care, she writes: ^ 


Marie to Joseph Sklodovski, December siyrd, 1903: 

It is possible that we may succeed in preparing a greater 
quantity of this luckless substance. For this we need ore and 
money. We have the money now, but up to the present it has 
been impossible for us to get the ore. We are given some hope 
at the moment, and we shall probably be able to buy the 
necessary stock which was refused us before. The manufacture 
win therefore develop. But if you only knew how much time, 
patience and money must be spent to extract this tiny amount of 

radium from several tons of matter! 


Such were Marie’s preoccupations thirteen days after the 

dr^rtT® f thirteen 

^ discovery: the 
Pierre and Marie did not get 

inside the skm ofthese new characters. 
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Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy^ January 2 md^ 1904:* 

My dear Friend, 

I wanted to write to you a long time ago; excuse me if I 
didn’t; it is because of the stupid life I am leading just now. 

You have seen this sudden fad for radium. This has brought 
us all the advantages of a moment of popularity; we have been 
pursued by the journalists and photographers of every country 
on earth; they have even gone so far as to reproduce my 
daughter’s conversation with her nurse and to describe the 
black-and-white cat we have at home. Then we have received 
letters and visits from all the eccentrics, from all the un- 
appreciated inventors. ... We have had a large number of 
requests for money. Last of all, collectors of autographs, snobs, 
society people and sometimes even scientists come to see us in 
the magnificent establishment in the Rue Lhomond which you 
know. With all this, there is not a moment of tranquillity in the 
laboratory, and a voluminous correspondence to be sent off 
every night. On this regime I can feel myself being over¬ 
whelmed by brute stupidity. ... 

The Guries, who had supported poverty, overwork and even 
the injustice of mankind without a complaint, now for the first 
time betrayed a strange nervousness. As their renown increased, 
this nervousness grew in proportion. 

Pierre Curie to Charles Edouard Guillaume: 

. . . We are asked for articles and lectures, and when several 
years have passed, the very people who are asking us for them 
would be astonished to see that we have done no work. . . . 

Pierre Curie to Charles Edouard Guillaume^ January i^tk, 1904: 
My dear Friend, 

My lecture will take place on February i8th; the newspapers 
were misinformed. To this piece of false news, I owe 200 
requests for tickets, to which I have given up replying. 

Absolute and invincible inertia regarding Flammarion’s 
lecture. I long for calmer days passed in a quiet place, where 
lectures will be forbidden and newspapermen persecuted. 
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Marie Curie to Joseph Sklodovski, February x\th, 1904: 

... Always a hubbub. People are keeping us from work as 
much as they can. Now I have decided to be brave and I 
receive no visitors—but they disturb me just the same. Our life 
has been altogether spoiled by honours and fame. 

Marie Curie to Joseph Sklodovski, March XQth, 1904; 

Dear Joseph, 

I send you my most affectionate greetings for your birthday. 
I wish you good health and success for all your family—and also 
toat you may never be submerged by such a correspondence as 
inundates us at this moment, or by the assaults to which we are 
subjected. 

I regret a little that I threw away the letters we received* they 
were instructive enough. There were sonnets and poems on 
ra<hum, letters from various inventors, letters from spirits 
philosophical letters. Yesterday an American wrote to ask if I 
would allow him to name a racehorse after me. And then 
naturally, hundreds of requests for autographs and photo- 

graphs. I hardly reply to these letters, but I lose time by 
readmg them. ^ 


Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy, March 20th, 1^0^: 

_ ... As you have been able to observe, fortune favours us at 
the moment; but the favours of fortune do not come without 
numerous wornes. Never have we been less at peace. There 

fv to breathe. And to 

hunk that _we had dreamed of living like wild people, far from 
auman. beings! ax-? 

^arie Curie to her cousin Henrietta, spring of iQo^: 

Our peaceful and laborious existence is completely dis- 
orgamsed: I do not know if it will ever regain its equilibrium. 

pessimism, and I might almost say the 

lo^J tbS letters are not misleading; the scientists had 

lost their inner peace. 
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The fatigue resulting from an effort which surpassed our 
strength, and which had been imposed upon us by the un¬ 
satisfactory physical conditions of our work, was increased by 
the invasion of publicity [Marie was to write later]. The 
shattering of our voluntary isolation was a cause of real suffering 
to us and had all the eiSects of a disaster. 

By way of compensation, fame should have brought the 
Curies certain advantages: the chair, the laboratory, the colla¬ 
borators and the credits so long desired. But when would these 
benefactions come? Their anxious waiting was prolonged. . . . 

Here we touch upon one of the essential causes of Pierre’s and 
Marie’s bitterness. France was the country where their worth 
had been recognised last, and nothing less than the Davy Medal 
and the Nobel Prize were required before the University of 
Paris bothered to create a chair in physics for Pierre Curie. The 
two scientists were saddened by this. The compensations which 
came from abroad underlined the desolate conditions under 
which they had successfully pursued the great discovery-— 
conditions which did not seem likely to change soon. 

Pierre thought of the positions which had been refused him 
for the past four years, and made it a point of honour to pay 
public homage to the only institution which had encouraged 
and supported his efforts within the poor means at its disposal: 
the School of Physics and Chemistry. In a lecture delivered at 
the Sorbonne before a large audience he was to say, as he 
recalled the bareness and magic of the old shed: 

I wish to point out here that we made all our researches at the 
School of Physics and Chemistry of the City of Paris. 

In all scientific production the influence of the surroundings 
in which work is done has a very great importance, and part of 
the results obtained is due to this influence. For more than 
twenty years I have been working at the School of Physics. 
Schutzenberger, the first director of this school, was an eminent 
man of science. I remember with gratitude that he procured 
the means of work for me when I was only an assistant; later on, 
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he permitted Mme Curie to come and work with me an 
authorisation which, at that time, was an innovation far out of 
me ordinary. The present directors, MM. Lauth and Gariel 
have maintained the same kindliness toward me. ’ 

Ite professors of the school and the pupils who have finished 
their studies constitute a benevolent and productive circle 
which was very useful to me. It is among the former pupils of 
me school that we found our collaborators and friends and I 
am happy to be able to thank them all here. 


The aversion which celebrity inspired in the Curies had still 
l^^of ^e besides their passion for work or their fright at the 

With Pierre, who was naturally detached, the attack of 
popularity encountered the resistance of principles he had 
dways held. He hated hierarchies and classifications. He 
found It absurd that there should be “firsts” in a class, and the 
decorations which grown persons coveted seemed to him as 
superfluous as the medals awarded children in school. This 
attimde, which had made him refuse the Legion of Honour, 
was equally his in the realm of science. He was devoid of all 
spirit of competition, and in me “race for discoveries” he was 

ance. What difierence does it make if I didn’t publish such 

et h; Sd’i^^’"^" 

TOs almost inhuman indifference had had a deep influence 

im^^nt evidences of admiration 

i^as not in order to mutate her husband and not to obey him. 

“ot a principle wim her: it was an 

W ^ shriiddng congealed 

her as soon as cunous glances were fastened upon her, and even 

d£o2forf'^^^“‘'^' and physical 

to obKgations for her 

weShf^t. uselessly. Carrying the full 

weight of her work, of her household, of rnomerhLi and 
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teaching all at oncCj Mine Curie advanced on her difficult road 
like an acrobat. Only one more '"part’’ to play, and the 
equilibrium was gone: she fell from the tight rope. Wife, 
mother, scientist, teacher, Marie had not one second of time 
available for playing the part of the celebrated woman. 

By differing routes, Pierre and Maiie thus arrived at the same 
position. One might imagine that creatures who had accom¬ 
plished a great work together might react to fame in different 
ways. Pierre might have been distant, Marie vain. . . . 
Nothing of the sort occurred. The two souls, like the two 
brains, were of equal quality. After all their trials the couple 
traversed this one too, victoriously, and in their withdrawal 
from honours they remained united. 

I must confess that I have sought with passion for some dis¬ 
obedience to a law which I found cruel. I should have liked to 
feel that such prodigious success, a scientific reputation without 
precedent for a woman, had brought my mother some moments 
of happiness. That this unique adventure should have made its 
heroine suffer constantly seemed to me too unjust, and I should 
have given a great deal to find at the end of a letter, in the 
midst of a confidence, some movement of selfish pride, a cry or a 
sigh of victory. 

It was a childish hope. Marie, promoted to the rank of‘*the 
celebrated Mme Curie,” was still to be happy at times, but only 
in the silence of her laboratory or the intimacy of her home. 
Day after day, she made herself dimmer, more effaced, more 
anonymous, in order to escape from those who would have 
dragged her on to the stage, to avoid being the *‘star” in whom 
she could never have recognised herself. For many long years, 
to unknown persons who came up to her, asking with in¬ 
sistence: ‘^Aren’t you Mme Guiie?’^ she was to reply in a 
neutral voice, dominating a Httle spasm of fear and condemning 
herself to impassibility: “No, you are mistaken.” 

In the presence of her admirers, or of the potentates of the 
day, who now treated her like a sovereign, she—^like her 
husband—showed only astonishment, lassitude, an impatience 
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more or less covered over and, above all, boredom: the crushing 
mortal boredom which dragged her down when people rambled 
on about her discovery and her genius. 

One anecdote out of a thousand sums up beautifully the 
response of the Curies to what Pierre caUed “the favours of 
fortune.” The couple were dining at the Elys^e Palace with 
President Loubet. In the course of the evening a lady came un 
to Mane and asked: ^ 

“Would you like me to present you to the King of Greece?” 

Mane, innocently and politely, replied in her gentle voice all 
too sincere: ’ 

“I don’t see the utility of it.” 

She recognised the lady’s stupefaction~and also, with horror 
perceived that the lady, whom she had not recognised, was, in 

pmci^tely-*^^^^*' caught herself up, and said 

1 sliall do whatever you please. Just as 

The Cunes, who had always liked to “live like wild people ” 
now had another reason for seeking solitude: they were fleei^ 

from the cunous. More than ever they haunted isolated villages 

^d if they had to pass the night in a country inn they registered 
there under a false name. s ^'•cicu 

1 disguise was still their natural appearance To 

look at tos taU, ungainly man, carelessly dressed, leading his 
bicycle along some hollow road in Brittany, and the young 
woman who accompanied him, accoutred Hke a peasant girl 
who coiji imagine them to be the laureates of the Nobel Prize? 

^enc^ jouraahst, having cleverly followed the trail of the 
from nf perplexed, in 

to ®His newspaper had sent him 

Where could 

sbebe? He would have to find out from somebody. . . . From 

sitting barefoot on the stone 

steps at the door, shaking the sand out of her bathing shoes. 



MARIE CURIE AND PIERRE CURIE 
and Their Daughter Irene^ in the Garden of the House on 
Boulevard Kellermann, 1908. 





marie curie in her laboratory, 1912 

the Year Following the Award of Her Second Nobel Prize. 
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The woman lifted her head, fixed her ash-grey eyes on the 
intruder . . . and all at once she resembled a hundred or a 
thousand photographs that had appeared in the Press, It was 
she! The reporter was stunned for a moment, and then 
dropped down beside Marie and drew out Ms notebook. 

Seeing that flight was impossible, she resigned herself, and 
answered her interlocutor’s questions by short phrases. Yes, 
Pierre Curie and she had discovered radium. Yes, they were 
continuing their work. 

Meanwhile she brandished her sandals, beat them against the 
stone to empty them thoroughly, and then put them back on 
her fine bare feet scratched by rocks and brambles. Magnificent 
occasion for a journalist! A scene of ‘^Intimacy” sketched firom 
life, by the luckiest of chances, . . . Quickly the good reporter 
took advantage of it and put some questions of a less general 
nature. If he could get some confidences about Marie’s youth, 
her methods of work, or the psychology of a woman devoted to 
research, . . • 

But at that moment the surprising face was turned from htm- 
In one single sentence wMch she was to repeat often as a sort of 
motto, wMch depicted character, existence and vocation—a 
sentence wMch tells more than a whole book—^Marie put an end 
to the conversation: 

“In science we must be interested in tMngs, not in persons.” 


Q 



CHAPTER XVII 


Every Day 


"great name.” The 
less rich in happy 


T he name of Curie was now a 
couple were richer in money, 
moments. 

Marie, especially, had lost her movements of ardour, and joy. 
^e was not as entirely absorbed by scientific thought as Pierre 
Her sensibility, her nerves were affected by the events of each 
day—and they responded badly. 

pie hubbub which celebrated radium and the Nobel Prize 
irnteted her without distracting her for an instant from the care 
which was poisoning her life: Pierre’s iUness. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy, January ^ist, 1905: 

My rheumatism is leaving me alone at the moment, but I had 
a violent attack this summer and had to give up going to 
bweden. As you can see, we are thus completely out of favour 
with me Swe^sh Academy. _ The truth is that I can only keep 
myself in condition by avoiding all physical fatigue. My wife is 
in the same state as myself, and we can’t dream of the long 

working days we used to have. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy, July a^th, 1905: 

„ y. ■ still lead the same life, people very busy doing 
nothmg of interest A whole year has passed since I was able to 
do any work, and I have not one moment to myself. Evidently 
yW not yet found the way of defending us against aU this 
ttenng away of our time, and yet it is very necessary that I 
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should do so. It is a question of life or death from the intellec¬ 
tual point of view. 

My pains appear to come from some kind of neurasthenia 
rather than from true rheumatism, and I am getting better 
since I have been eating more suitably and taking strychnine. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Goup^ September igth^ 1905: 

... I was wrong when I told you I was in better health. I 
have had several new attacks and the slightest fatigue brings 
them on. I wonder if I shall ever be able to work seiiously in the 
laboratory, in the state I am now in. 

There was no question now of the holidays of yore, charming, 
imprudent and foolish, in which the couple took to the road like 
schoolboys. Marie had rented a little country house near Paris 
in the valley of Ghevreuse. There she cared for her husband 
and daughter. 

Marie to Mme Jean Perrin [from SL~Ren^ 4 is^Cheoreuse): 

... I am not very pleased with Irene, who has had a lot of 
trouble getting over her whooping-cough; from time to time she 
begins to cough again, though she has been in the country for 
three months. My husband is very tired; he can’t go for walks, 
and we pass our time studying memoranda on physics and 
mathematics. 

Ir^ne now has a little bicycle and knows how to use it very 
well. She rides it in a boy’s costume and is very amusing to 
watch. 

Worn in body, and feeling, as he did, some grave menace 
hanging over him, Pierre was obsessed by the flight of time. 
Did this man, so young, fear that he was soon to die? He 
seemed to be competing in fleetness with an invisible enemy. 
He was all determination and haste: he nagged his wife 
affectionately and transmitted his disquiet to her. The work 
went on too slowly for his liking. They would have to accelerate 
the rhythm of the research, utilise every instant, pass more 
hours at the laboratory. . . . 
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Marie forced herself into a more intense effort, which passed 
the limit of her nervous resistance. 

Hers was a severe fate. For twenty years—ever since the day 
when, as a little Polish girl of sixteen, her head filled with the 
memory of dances, she had come back from the country to 
Warsaw to earn her bread—she had never ceased to labour. She 
had lived her youth in solitude, bent over manuals of physics in 
an icy garret; and when love came at last, it came in the guise of 
work. 

Fusing into one single fervour her love of science and her love 
for a man, Marie had condemned herself to an implacable 
existence. Pierre’s tenderness and her own were of equal power 
and their ideal was the same. But Pierre had had long periods 
of laziness in the old days, an ardent adolescence and lively 
passions. Marie, since she had become a woman, had never for 
an instant stepped aside from her task, and she would have 
liked sometimes to know the simple charm of living. She was a 
wife and mother, most tender. She dreamed of sweet respites, 
days of rest and carelessness. 

In this she astonished and shocked Pierre. Dazzled at having 
discovered a companion in genius, he intended her to sacrifice 
herself entirely, as he sacrificed himself, to what he called 
“their dominating thoughts.” 

She obeyed him—she always obeyed—but she felt tired in 
body and mind. She grew discouraged and accused herself of 
intellectual impotence, of “stupidity.” The truth was simpler : 
in this woman of thirty-six the sheer animal life, worn down for 
too long, w^ claiming its rights. Marie needed to cease being 
“Mme Curie” for some time, to forget radium—to eat, sleep 
and think of nothing. 

This could not be. Every day brought new obligations. The 
year 1904 was to be exhausting—especially exhausting for Marie, 
who was pregnant. The only favour she asked was a brief holiday 
firom the school at Sevres. And in the evening, tired and heavy, 
coming back from the laboratory on Pierre’s arm, she some¬ 
times bought, in memory of Warsaw, a tiny portion of pressed 
caviar, for which she felt an irresistible, morbid longing. 
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When the end of her second pregnancy arrived her prostration 
was extreme. Apart from her husband, whose health was her 
torment, it seemed that she no longer loved anything: neither 
science nor life, not even the child which was about to be 
born. Bronya, who had come from Poland for the delivery, was 
in consternation before this new Marie, this defeated woman. 

^‘Why am I bringing this creature into the world?she never 
ceased asking, “Existence is too hard, too barren. We ought not 
to inflict it on innocent ones . . 

The lying-in was painful, interminable. Finally, on December 
6th, 1904, a plump baby was born, crowned with shaggy black 
hair. Another daughter: Eve. 

Bronya’s apparent calm, her sensible mind, somewhat 
dissipated Marie’s melancholy. When she went away again she 
left more serenity behind her. 

The smiles and antics of the new-born child, who was cared 
for by a nurse, enlivened the young woman. Very small 
children softened her to tenderness. In a grey notebook she 
listed, as she had done for Irene, the story of Eve’s first move¬ 
ments and her first teeth; and as the child developed the nervous 
condition of the mother grew better. Relaxed by the forced rest 
which accompanied childbirth, Marie insensibly regained 
her taste for life. She approached her laboratory apparatus 
with a pleasure she had forgotten; soon she was seen again 
at Sevres. 

Vacillating for a moment, she had found her steady step 
again: she had returned to her hard road. 

Everything interested her again: the house, the laboratory. 
She followed the events which shook her native country with 
passionate interest: in Russia, the Revolution of 1905 had 
broken out and the Poles, carried away by the mad hope of 
deliverance, supported the anti-Tsarist agitation. 

Marie to Joseph Sklodovskiy March 2^rd^ 1905: 

I see that you have the hope that this painful trial will bring 
some benefit to our country. This is also Bronya’s opinion and 
Gasimir’s. May that hope not be disappointed! I ardently 
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wish for this, and think of it without ceasing. In any case I 
beheve it is necessary to support the Revolution. I shall shortly 
be sending some money to Casimir for this purpose, since I 
cannot—zdas!—^be of any direct use. . . . 

... Nothing new at home. The children are growing well 
Little Eve sleeps very little, and protests energetically iff leave 
her lying awake in her cradle. As I am not a stoic, I carry her 
in my arms until she grows quiet. She does not resemble Irtne. 
She has dark hair and blue eyes, whereas up to now Ir^ne has 
rather light hair and green-brown eyes. 

We are still living in the same house, and now that spring is 
here we are beginning to enjoy the garden. The weather is 
magmficent to-day, which dehghts us all the more as the 
winter was wet and disagreeable. 

I resumed teaching at Sevres on the first of February. In the 
afternoons I am at the laboratory, and in the mornings at home 
except for two mornings a week spent at Sevres. ... I have a 
great deal of work, what with the housekeeping, the children 
the teacMng and the laboratory, and I don’t know how I shall 
manage it all. 

^ TJe weather was fine, Pierre felt stronger, and Marie was 
m better spirits. The moment had come to fulfil a duty 
which had been too often postponed: the visit to Stockholm 
and the Nobel lecture. The couple undertook the splendid 
journey—that journey which, in our family, was to become a 
tradition. ... 

^ Onjune 6th, 1905, in the name of his wife and himself, Pierre 
Curie spoke on radium before the Academy of Science of 
Stockholm. He evoked the consequences of the discovery of 
rad ium. In physics it profoundly modified the fundamental 
pnnciples of mechanics. In chemistry it stirred up bold 
hypotheses on the source of energy which suppKed the radio¬ 
active phenomena.^ In geology, in meteorology, it was the key 
to phenomena which had never been explained before. In 
biolo^, to of all, the action of radium on cancerous cells had 
proved efficacious. 
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Radium had enriched Knowledge and served the Good, 
But could it also serve Evil? 

One may also imagine [Pierre said in concluding] that in 
criminal hands radium might become very dangerous, and here 
we may ask ourselves if humanity has anything to gain by 
learning the secrets of nature, if it is ripe enough to profit by 
them, or if this knowledge is not harmfiil. The example of 
Nobel’s discoveries is characteristic: powerful explosives have 
permitted men to perform admirable work. They are also a 
terrible means of destruction in the hands of the great criminals 
who lead the peoples towards war. 

I am among those who think, with Nobel, that humanity will 
obtain more good than evil from the new discoveries. 

The welcome given them by the Swedish scientists gave the 
Curies pleasure. They had been afraid of the pomp of this 
distant expedition. But, organised with wisdom, it proved to 
have unexpected attractiveness. No crowds, very few ofiicial 
personages. Pierre and Marie visited at will in a country which 
charmed them, and talked with men of science; they went 
home delighted. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy^ July 24/A, 1905 : 

. . . My wife and I havejust made a very agreeable journey 
to Sweden. We were free of all care, and it was a rest for us. 
Anyhow there was hardly anybody in Stockholm in June and 
the official side of things was a great deal simplified by this fact . 

Sweden is composed of lakes and arms of the sea, with a little 
land round about; pines, moraines, houses of red wood; it is a 
rather uniform landscape, but very pretty and restful. There 
was no night at all during the time of our journey, and an 
autumn sun shone nearly always. 

Our children and my father are very well, and my wife and I 
are much better, although we get tired easily. 

* In the house in the Boulevard Kellermann, protected like a 
fortress against intruders, Pierre and Marie led the same simple, 
hidden life. The cares of housekeeping were reduced to the 
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essentials. A charwoman did the heavy work, a maid of all 

brought the dishes to the table 
She beheld the absorbed faces of her strange employers with 
amazement and waited in vain for some flattering remark on 
the roast or the mashed potatoes. ® emart on 

it any longer, the honest creature 
stopped before Pierre and demanded in a firm voice his 

opimon of the beefsteak he had just eaten with aDnePte Pnt 
the answer left her perplexed. “ wim appePte. But 

^ ^ beefsteak?” the scientist murmured. Then he 

added concihatorily: “It’s quite possible.” 

caret's reserved time for the 

care of her children. Her work obliged her to entrust W 

daughters ,0 secants, but uutfl she hid verified on hS o™ 
account that Mne and Eve had slept and eaten well that thev 
were washed and combed, had no colds or iUs of any sort she 
was never at ease. For that matter, even if she had been les! 

^®"ld have known how to remind her Irfene 

an^ toob jealous possession of her mother 

and barely aUowed her to care for “the little one ” In the 

SSs^d long journeys across Paris to discover the 

pippins and bananas which her elder child consented tn e^.t 

andw.Ur„u.whichshedidnotdaregoh^e 

°f ** tvenings in dresirw gotras 
comSScSa?''’''®'' 1““*“'' or scribbling 

mpjicated calculations in their notebooks. Even so thev were 

y- C SSftT ““ 

riieato. ^ ^ ^ themsdvcs two hours at a concert or the 

c.^! relr.i'S' beginning of *e 

aChS“rav-:?t^;~rthet^^^^ 
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rCEuvre, Suzanne Despres was playing the dramas of Ibsen 
and Lugne Poe was producing The Powers of Darkness, From 
these performances Pierre and Marie would come home 
content—and depressed for several days. The mocking smiles 
of Dr. Curie welcomed them. The old Voltairian^ who had 
small liking for the morbid, fixed his azure gaze upon their 
long faces and never failed to say ironically: 

^^Don’t forget that you went there for pleasure!^’ 

A certain taste for the mysterious, combined with the eternal 
scientific curiosity of the Curies, led them at this period into a 
strange path: they were present at seances of spiritism, given 
with the help of the celebrated medium Eusapia Paladino. They 
went not as adepts but as observers. They attempted lucidly to 
explore this dangerous region of consciousness. Pierre especially 
took passionate interest in such exhibitions, and in the darkness 
he would measure the ^levitation’’ of objects imaginary or 
real. . . . 

For his impartial spirit these tests were disconcerting: they 
had neither the ligorousness nor the honesty of laboratory 
experiments. Sometimes the medium obtained stupefying 
results, and the two scientists were quite near being convinced. 
But suddenly they discovered gross frauds, and scepticism was 
born again. Their final opinion was to remain uncertain. 
After a few years Marie was to abandon completely the study 
of such phenomena. 

Pierre and Marie avoided receptions: they were never to be 
seen in society. But they could not always get out of oflScial 
dinners or banquets in honour of foreign scientists. It therefore 
sometimes happened that Pierre would put off the thick 
woollen suit he wore every day and don his evening clothes, as 
Marie would put on her one evening dress. 

This dress, which she kept for years and years, to be trans¬ 
formed from time to time by a little dressmaker, was made of 
black grenadine bordered with ruches on a foundation of faiUe, 
or else—^supreme boldness —of white Ghantiliy lace mixed with 
black velvet. A smart woman would have looked upon it with 
disdain: Marie knew nothing of fashions and had no taste. But 



242 MADAME CURIE 

the discretion and reserve which were the very mark of her 
character saved her from being conspicuous and created a sort 
of style in her dress. When she changed her laboratory clothes, 
which were far from aesthetic, for an evening dress, when she 
wound her ash-blonde hair into a crest and timidly hung a light 
necklace of gold filigree about her neck, she was exquisite. Her 
slender body and inspired face suddenly unveiled their charm. 
Beside Marie, with her immense pale forehead and her powerful 
gaze, other women did not cease to be pretty: but many among 
them appeared both stupid and vulgar. ^ 

One evening, when they were going out, Pierre contemplated 
Marie’s outlines with unusual attention—her free neck, her bare 
arms, so feminine and noble. A shadow of regret passed over 
the face of this man made stoop-shouldered by science. 

“It’s a pity,” he murmured. “Evening dress becomes you!” 

With a sigh, he added: 

“But there it is, we haven’t got time,” 

If Marie invited a few persons to their home, by any chance, 
she made an efibrt to see that the food was suitable and the 
house pleasing. She wandered, preoccupied, among the little 
carts of first fruits and vegetables in the Rue Mouffetard or the 
Rue d’Alesia, chose the best fruits, and gravely questioned the 
creamery man on the comparative quality of his cheeses. She 
picked out of a flower vendor’s basket some bunches of roses, 
tohps or lilacs. . . . Back at home again, she would “make 
bouquets whBe the maid of all work emotionally prepared to 
cwk dishes a little inore complicated than usual, and the pastry- 
shop man in the neighbourhood would deliver some ice-cream 
wiA ^eat pomp. In this home of work, the most modest 
gathermg was preceded by such a general stir. At the last 
moment Mane would inspect the table and rearrange the 
furniture. 

For the Curies at last had some furniture. The family chairs, 
which Aey had refused to admit into their lodgings in the Rue 
de la Glaafere, were welcomed in the Boulevard Kellermann. 
hofas of curved mahogany, covered with shiny old velvet of 
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watery green, one of which served as a bed for little Ir^ne, and 
Restoration arm-chairs gave some human graciousness to the 
sitting-room covered in pale paper. But in the placid, common¬ 
place interior, on the shelves of two high bookcases, thick 
volumes stood guard with the titles: Treatise on Physics and 
Differential and Integral Calculus. 

There were some guests of note: foreign colleagues who were 
passing through Paris, or else Poles bringing news to Marie. 
Mme Guiie also organised children’s parties to amuse her shy 
Irene: a Christmas tree, decked out by her in garlands, coloured 
candles and gilded nuts, was to leave great memories in the 
younger generation. 

On some occasions the house served as a setting for an even 
more magic spectacle than that of the illuminated tree. 
Mechanics placed theatre projectors and a row of electric lights 
in the dining-room; and after dinner, before the Curies and two 
or three of their friends, these lights were to caress the floating 
veils of a dancer who could make herself in turn a flame or a 
flower, a goddess or a witch. 

The dancer was Loie Fuller, the ‘^Hght fairy” whose fantastic 
inventions enchanted Paris; a picturesque friendship united 
her to the two physicists. Having read in the newspapers that 
radium was luminous, the star of the Folies-Berg^re had 
imagined a sensational costume, the phosphorescence of which 
was to puzzle the spectators. She asked the Curies for informa¬ 
tion. Her nmve letter made the scientists smile, and they 
revealed to Loie how fanciful was her plan for ^‘butterfly wings 
of radium.” 

The American dancer, applauded every night in the theatre, 
astonished her kindly correspondents; she made no boast of her 
letter from the Curies and did not ask the physicists to come and 
applaud her. She wrote to Marie: 'T have only one means of 
thanking you for having answered me. Let me dance one 
evening at your house, for the two of you.” 

Pierre and Marie accepted. An odd, badly dressed girl, with 
a Kalmuck face innocent of make-up, her eyes as blue as a 
baby’s, came to their door, followed by a troop of electricians 
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laden with material. A little worried, the couple left the room 
to the invaders and went off to the laboratory. And Loie 
laboured for hours, tried different combinations of light, and 
arranged the curtains and rugs she had ordered to reconstruct 
her enchanting spectacle in the narrow dining-room of the two 
professors. 

The severe little house with the weU-guarded gate thus wel¬ 
comed a goddess from the music-halls. Loie happened to have 
a dehcate soul. She always showed Marie Curie the rarest sort 
of adnmation: that which asks for nothing in return, which 
makes itself ingenious in rendering service and giving pleasure 
She came back to dance at the house in the Boulevard KeUer- 
mann in the same privacy. When they knew her better, Pierre 
and Marie returned her visits. At her house they met Auguste 
Rodin, with whom they established friendly relations. In the 
course of these years Pierre, Marie, Loie FuUer and Rodin could 
have been seen sometimes talking peaceably in the sculptor’s 

studio among the clay and the marbles. 

Seven or eight intimate friends were always welcome in the 
Bo^ev^d KeUerinann: Andr6 Debieme, Jean Perrin and his 
^e, who was Mane’s best woman friend, Georges Urbain, Paul 
Langevin, Aimd Cotton, Georges Sagnac, Charles Edouard 
Gi^aume, a few students from the School at S^svres 
Scientists, all scientists! 

Cte Simday afternoons in fine weather the group would meet 
m the garden. Marie installed herself in the shade with her 
work, ne^ Eve’s baby carriage. But the mending or sewing did 
not keep her from following the general conversation, which, 
or another woman, would have been more mysterious a 
discussion in Chinese. 

It was the time of day when the latest gossip went the rounds: 
thnlhng revelations about "alpha,” “beta” and “gamma” 
rays of radium. . . . Perrin, Urbain and Debieme were making 

research, on and off, on the origin of the energy emitted by 
rahum. In order to explain it, it was necessary to abandon 
either Carnot s principle or that of the conservation of energy 
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or the conservation of elements. Pierre suggested the h3rpothesis 
of radioactive transmutations, but Urbain exclaimed in horror. 
He would not hear of it, and defended his own point of view 
with passion. And what of Sagnac’s work, by the way? And 
what news of Marie’s experiments on the atomic weight of 
radium? ... 

Radium, radium, radium! The magic word came up ten or 
twenty times, passed from tongue to tongue, and sometimes 
provoked a regret in Marie: chance had arranged things badly 
in making radium such a prodigious substance and polonium— 
the first element the Curies had discovered—an unstable body 
of secondary interest. The patriotic Marie could have wished 
that polonium, with its symbolic name, had drawn fame upon 
itself. 

More human sounds at times traversed these transcendent 
exchanges of ideas: Dr. Curie talked politics with Debierne and 
Langevin, Urbain amiably chaffed Marie, criticised the severity 
of her dress, and reproached her with her disdain for coquetry 
—and the young woman, surprised at the unexpected sermon, 
listened speechless. Jean Perrin, abandoning atoms, the Yinfi- 
nitely small,” lifted his enthusiastic face to the sky and, like a 
fervent Wagnerian, hurled forth themes firom Rheingold or 
the Meistersinger, At the end of the garden, a little to one side, 
Mme Perrin was telling a fairy story to her children, Aine and 
Francis, and to Irene, their playmate. 

The Perrins and Curies saw each other every day: they lived 
in neighbouring houses and their two gardens were separated 
only by a trellis covered with rose vines. When Irene had 
something urgent to confide to her friends, she called them ‘‘to 
the trellis.” Through these rusty bars the accomplices ex¬ 
changed bits of chocolate, toys and confidences—^until such time 
as they, too, like the grown-ups, could talk physics. 

The “grown-ups,” especially Pierre and Marie, were vibrating 
with plans. A new era opened before the Curies: France had 
taken notice of their existence and was thinking of supporting 
their efforts. 
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The first and indispensable stage was the nomination of Pierre 
to the Academy of Science. The scientist submitted himself for 
the second time to the ordeal of a round of visits. His adherents 
fearing that he would not behave like “a good candidate ’’ 
showered him with worried advice: ’ 

E. Mascart to Pierre Curie, May 22nd, 1905: 

My dear Curie,— 

. . Naturally you are placed at the top of the list, without 
serious competitors, and the nomination is no longer in doubt. 

Just the same, it is necessary for you to take your courage iii 
your two hands and make a round of calls on the members of 
the Academy, except that you can leave a visiting card turned 
down at om comer when you don’t find anybody at home. Start 
doing this next week, and in about a fortnight the job will be 
finished. 

E. Mascart to Pierre Curie, May 25/A, 1905; 

My dear Curie, arrange it any way you like, but before the 
twentieth of June you must make the sacrifice of a final round 
of calls on the members of the Academy, even if you have to 
rent a motor car by the day. 

The reasons you give me are exceUent in principle, but one 
must make some concessions to the exigencies of practice. You 
must also think of the fact that the title of Member of the 
Institute will enable you more easily to be of service to others. 

On July 3rd, 1905, Pierre Curie entered the Academy—but 
o^yjust! Twenty-two scientists, fearing no doubt the injustice 
of making him their equal, had voted for his opponent, 
M. Gemez, 

Pierre Curie to Georges Got^y July 24/A5 1905: 

• . . I find myself in the Academy without having desired 
to be there and without the Academy’s desire to have me. 

I only made one round of visits, leaving cards on the absent 
ones, and^^ told me it was agreed that I would 
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tave fifty votes. That’s probably why I nearly didn’t get in! 

. . . What’s the use? In that house they can do nothing 
simply, without intrigues. Apart firom a little campaign, 
cleverly conducted, I had against me also the lack of sympathy 
of the clericals, and of those who thought I had not paid enough 
calls. S. asked me which academicians were going to vote for 
me, and I told him I did not know; that I had not asked them. 
"That’s it,” he said, "you didn’t deign to ask!” And the rumour 
is put about that I am proud. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Got^, October 6 th, 1905: 

... I went to the institute on Monday, but I must really say 
I don’t know what I was doing there. I have nothing to do with 
any of the members, and the interest of the meetings is null. 
I feel very clearly that these circles are not mine. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy, October, igoy. 

I have not yet discovered what is the use of the Academy. 

Pierre, though a lukewarm admirer of the illustrious company, 
took the liveliest interest in the decisions taken in his favour 
by the university: his work depended upon them. At the begin- 
ning of 1904 the rector, Liard, had obtained for him the creation 
of a chair in physics. Here at last was the post, so long desired, 
of titular professor. Before accepting the promotion Pierre asked 
where would be the laboratory attached to his work. 

A laboratory? What laboratory? There had been no question 
of a laboratory. 

In a second the laureates of the Nobel Prize, parents of 
radium, discovered that if Pierre left his position in the P.G.N. 
to teach at the Sorbonne he would run the risk of being able 
to do no work at all. No space was offered the new professor, 
and the two rooms he had been using at the P.G.N. would be, 
as was only natural, assigned to his successor. He was left with 
the prospect of conducting his esperiments in the street 

With his accomplished pen, Pierre wrote his chiefs a polite 
but firm letter: since the position created for him did not bring 
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with it either a room to work in or an appropriation for research 
he had decided to give it up. He could keep on at the P.G.N.— 
with its excessive hours of teaching—^the little place where he 
and Marie, somehow or other, could do useful work. 

More palavers. Then, with a great gesture, the university at 
last asked the Chamber of Deputies to create a laboratory with 
a hundred and fifty thousand francs appropriation. The project 
was adopted—or almost! There was decidedly no room for 
Pierre at the Sorboime, but a place with two rooms would be 
built in the Rue Cuvier. A credit of twelve thousand francs a 
year would be allotted to M. Curie, who would receive thirty- 
four thousand francs in addition for the cost of installation. 

The naive Pierre imagined “cost of installation” to mean that 
he could buy apparatus and complete his equipment. Yes, he 
could do so—but only when the price of the new building was 
subtracted from this small sum. In the mind of the public 
au&orities, building and “cost of installation” were the same 
thing! 

Thus the official plans shrivelled. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Gouy^ January ^ist, ^905: 

I have kept two rooms at the P.G.N., where we work, and 
then they are building two other rooms for me in a courtyard. 
They wiU cost twenty thousand francs, which are taken out of 
my appropriation for the purchase of instruments. 

Pierre Curie to Georges Govy^ November *]th^ ^905: 

I be^n my courses to-morrow, but I find myself in very bad 
conditions for preparing experiments: the lecture hall is at the 
Sorbonne and my laboratory in the Rue Cuvier. Moreover, 
a great many other lectures are given in the lecture hall, and 

I have only one morning to prepare the course there. 

I am neither very well nor very HI, But I get tired easily, 
and I no longer have more than a very feeble capacity for work. 
My wife, on the contrary, leads a most active life, between her 
children, the school at Sfevres and the laboratory. She does 
not lose a minute, and attends much more regularly than I do 
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to the progress of the laboratory, in which she passes the greater 
part of her day. 

Slowly, the stingy State made a place for Pierre Curie within 
the framework of its officialdom. Workrooms for him were 
reluctantly yielded square foot by square foot; on an incon¬ 
venient bit of land were built two rooms which were known in 
advance to be insufficient. 

A rich woman, moved by this paradoxical situation, offered 
her help to the Curies, and spoke to them of building an insti¬ 
tute in some quiet suburb. Regaining hope, Pierre Curie con¬ 
fided his plans and desires to her. 

Pierre Curie to Madame de X , . » February 1906: 
Madame, 

Enclosed you will find the indications you asked for about 
the desired laboratory. These indications are not absolute, and 
can be modified in taking account of the situation, of the space 
and the resources at our disposal. 

. . . We have insisted strongly on this question of a laboratory 
in the country because it is of capital importance for us to live 
with our children where we work. Children and a laboratory 
exact the constant presence of those who take care of them. 
And, for my wife especially, life is very difficult when the house 
and thelaboratory are far firom each other. At times the double 
task is beyond her strength. 

A calm life outside of Paris would be very favourable to 
scientific research and the laboratories could only gain by being 
transferred there. On the other hand, life in the middle of the 
city is destructive for children, and my wife cannot decide to 
bring them up under such conditions. 

We are extremely touched by your solicitude with respect 
to us.'' 

I beg of you, madame, to accept our respectful greetings with 
my thanks. 

This generous plan came to nothing. Eight years more of 
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patience were required before Marie was to install radioactivity 
in a home worthy of it—a home which Pierre was never 
to see. The harrowing idea that her companion had waited in 
vain for his beautiful laboratory—^the single ambition of his life 

until the very end, was to live within her always. 

Spe^ng of the two rooms in the Rue Cuvier, awarded in 
extremis to Pierre, she was to write; 

One cannot keep one’s self from feeling some bitterness at the 
thought that this concession was the last, and that when all is 
said and done, one of the best French scientists never had a 
suitable laboratory at his disposal although his genius had 
been revealed from the age of twenty. No doubt if he had lived 
longer he would have benefited, sooner or later, by satisfactory 
conations of work—but at forty-seven years of age he was still 
without them. Can one imagine the regret of die enthusiastic 
and disinterested artisan of a great work, delayed in the reahsa- 
tion of his dream by the constant lack of means? And can we 
without pain of the waste, above all things irreparable, 
oi the nation’s greatest good: the genius, strength and courage 
of Its best sons? ^ 

. . . It is true that the discovery of radium was made in pre¬ 
carious conditions: the shed which sheltered it seems clouded 
in the charms of legend. But this romantic element was not an 
adv^tage: it wore out our strength and delayed our accom- 
phshment. With better means, the first five years of our 
work might have been reduced to two, and their tension 
lessened. 

Of all the Minister’s decisions, one alone gave the Curies real 
pleasure: Tierre was to have three co-workers henceforth, a 
cmef^laboratory work, a laboratory assistant, and alaboratory 
aid.^ ihe chief of laboratory work was to be Marie. 

+ P, presence of the young woman in the labora- 

ory a only been tolerated. Marie had accomplished her 
researches in radiim without any rank or salary. In November 
1904, a steady, paid position—paid at the rate of two thousand 
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four hundred francs a year!—^gave her, for the first time, oflBcial 
rights in her husband’s laboratory. 

University of France. 

Madame Giirie, Doctor of Science, is named chief-of-work in 
Physics (Chair of M. Curie) in the Faculty of Science of the 
University of Paris, dating from the first of November, 1904. 

Madame Curie will receive in that capacity an annual salary 
of two thousand four hundred francs, dating from November 
ist, 1904. 

Farewell to the shed! Pierre and Marie moved such apparatus 
as remained in the old barracks to the new place in the Rue 
Cuvier. The old shed was dear to them; it represented such 
days of effort and happiness that on several occasions they 
were to come back, arm in arm, to see its wet walls and rotten 
planks again. 

They adapted themselves to the new life. Pierre prepared his 
new course. Marie, as in the past, gave her courses at Sevres. 
The couple met in the badly arranged rooms of their new realm, 
where Andr6 Debieme, Albert Laborde, an American, Professor 
Duane, and several assistants or students pursued research. 
They bent over the fragile structure of their experiments of the 
moment: 

Madame Cune and I are working to dose radium with pre¬ 
cision by the amoimt of emanation it gives ofi* [Pierre Curie 
wrote on April 14th, 1906]. That might seem to be nothing, 
and yet here we have been at it for several months and are only 
now beginning to obtain regular results. 

Madame Curie and I are working ... 

These words, written by Pierre five days before his death, 
express the essence and the beauty of a union which was never 
to be weakened. Each progress of the work, each of their 
disappointments and victories, was to link this husband and 
wife more closely together. 
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Have I sufficiendy pointed out the charm, confidence and 
familiar good humour of their collaboration of genius? Ideas 
big and little, questions, remarks and advice were thrown back 
and forth at every hour of the day between Pierre and Marie, 
Gay compliments, too, and friendly reproaches. Between these 
two equals, who admired each other passionately but could 
never envy, there was a worker’s comradeship, light and 
exquisite, which was perhaps the most delicate expression of 
their profound love. 

In the laboratory in the Rue Cuvier [their assistant, Albert 
Laborde, recently wrote to me] I was working with a mercury 
apparatus. Pierre Curie was there. Mme Curie came, grew 
interested in a detail of the mechanism, and at first did not 
understand. The detail was, for that matter, very simple. 
Nevertheless, when the explanation was given she insisted upon 
refuting it. Then Pierre Curie launched out with a happy, 
tender, indignant “Well, really, Marie—!” which remained in 
my ears, and of which I wish I could convey the nuance. 

Some days later, some comrades entangled in a mathematical 
formula asked for help of the Master. He advised them to wait 
for the arrival of Mme Curie whose knowledge of integral cal¬ 
culus would, he said, soon get them out of the difficulty. And in 
fact Mme Curie found the difficult solution in a few minutes. 

When Pierre and Marie were alone, an afiectionate abandon 
softened their faces and manners. These very strong person¬ 
alities, these differing characters—^he calmer and dreamier, she 
more ardent and more human—did not oppress each other. 
During eleven years they had very rarely needed to rely upon 
those “reciprocal concessions” without which, it is said, no 
marriage can last. Naturally, they thought the same way, and 
even in the tiniest circumstances of life they acted only together. 

If a friend—Mnie Perrin—came to ask Pierre if she could take 
Irene to play with her children, he would answer with a timid 
and almost submissive smile: “I don’t know . . . Marie is not 
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in yet; I can’t tell you without asking Marie.” If Marie, 
or(&arily not talkative, allowed herself to discuss a scientific 
point fierily in a meeting of scientists, she could be seen to 
blush, to interrupt herself in confusion, and to turn towards 
her husband to give him the floor; so lively was her conviction 
that Pierre’s opinion was a thousand times more precious than 
her own. 

He was all I could have dreamed at the moment of our union, 
and more [she wrote later]. My admiration for his exceptional 
qualities, on a level so rare and high, constantly increased, so 
that he sometimes seemed to me like an almost unique being, by 
his detachment firom all vanity and from those pettinesses which 
one finds in one’s self and in others, and which one judges with 
indulgence, though not without aspiring to a more perfect ideal. 

Radiant weather illumined the Easter holidays in 1906. Pierre 
and Mane gave themselves several days of country air in their 
quiet house at St-Remy-l^-Chevreuse. They resumed their 
country habits, went to get the milk at the near-by farm with 
their daughters, and Pierre laughed to see the tottering Eve, 
who was just fourteen months old, stubbornly attempt to follow 
the dried cart tracks with her awkward trot. 

On Sunday, with the bells ringing afar ofiF, the couple rode 
their bicycles into the woods of Port-Royal. They brought 
back branches of flowering mahonia and a bunch of big water 
ranunculi. Too tired, the next day, for another jaunt, Pierre 
stretched out lazHy on the grass in a meadow. A light and 
heavenly sun slowly dissipated the morning mist which hung 
over the valley. Eve was squalhng, while Irene, brandishing a 
tiny green net, pursued butterflies and greeted her rare captures 
with gleeftil cries. She was hot; she had taken off her jumper; 
and Pierre and Marie, stretched out beside each other, admired 
the grace of their child, oddly dressed in a girl’s blouse and a 
boy’s knickers. 

Either on that morning or during the evening before, calmed 
by the charm and silence of an intoxicating spring day, Pierre 
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looked at his daughters capering on the grass, and at Marie, 
motionless heside him; he touched his wife’s cheeks and fair hair 
and murmured: “Life has been sweet with you, Marie.” 

In the afternoon, taking turns at carrying Eve on their shoul¬ 
ders, the couple wandered slowly through the woods. They 
looked for the pond covered with lilies, which they had admired 
in the days of their great wandering, when they were first 
married. The pond was dry; the hlies had disappeared. Around 
the muddy hollow was a resplendent stiff crown of flowering 
gorse, brilliantly yellow. Near there, beside a road, the couple 
plucked violets and some periwinkles. 

^ After a hasty dinner, Pierre took the return train in the cooler 
air. He left his family at St. Remy, his only companion being 
the bouquet of ranunculi, which he would arrange in a glass 
and put on his desk in the Boulevard KeUermann. 

After another day of sun and country Marie, on Wednesday 
night, brought Ir^;ne and Eve back to Paris, left them at home 
and joined Pierre in the laboratory. When she came in she saw 
him, standing as usual before the window of the big room, 
examining apparatuses. He was waiting for her. He put on his 
overcoat and hat, and took his wife’s arm to go to Foyot’s 
Restaurant, for the traditional dinner of the Physics Society. 
With colleagues whom he admired, such as Henri Poincar^, his 
neighbour at table, he spoke of the problems which preoccupied 
him just then: the measurement of the emanation of radium, the 
experiments in spiritism at which he had recently been present, 
the education of girls, upon which he had original theories, 
wishing to turn it resolutely in the direction of natural science. 

The weather had changed. One could never have believed 
that summer had seemed so near on the evening before. It was 
cold, a sharp wind was blowing, the rain beat on the glass. The 
pavement was soaked, slippery and shining. 




CHAPTER XVIII 


April ig, igo6 


T hursday began suUenly: it was still raining, it was 
dark, and the Curies could not even forget the April 
showers by absorbing themselves in work. Pierre had 
to go to a luncheon of the Association of Professors in the 
Faculty of Science, and afterwards to his publishers’, Gauthier- 
Villars, to correct proofs, and finally to call at the Institute. 
Marie had several errands to do. 

In the morning’s rush, the couple hardly saw each other. 
Pierre hailed Marie from the ground floor and asked if she was 
going to the laboratory. Marie, who was dressing Irene and 
Eve on the first floor, said she would probably not have time— 
but her words were lost in the noise. The front door slammed. 
Pierre had gone in a hurry. 

While Marie was lunching with her daughters and Dr. Guiie, 
Pierre was chatting amicably with his colleagues at the Hotel 
des Societes Savantes in the Rue Danton. He eiyoyed these 
quiet meetings where people talked shop, the Sorbonne and 
research work. The general conversation turned toward the 
accidents that occxir in laboratories, and Pierre at once oflfered 
his support to a plan for limiting the dangers run by research 
workers. 

Towards half-past two, smiling, he got up, said good-bye 
to his comrades, and shook hands with Jean Perrin, whom 
he was supposed to meet again that evening. On the 
threshold he looked up into the air mechanically and made 
a face at the clouded sky. Opening his big umbrella, he 

ns 
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went out into the downpour and walked toward the Seine. 

At Gauthier-ViUars’ he found closed doors: there was a strike 
going on. He left Gauthier-Villars’, followed the Rue Dauphine, 
sonorous with the cries of coachmen and the screeching of tram- 
cars which passed along the neighbouring tracks. This over¬ 
laden street in Old Paris was hopelessly encumbered. The pave¬ 
ment barely allowed two lines of traffic to pass, and for the 
numerous pedestrians at this hour of the afternoon the sidewalk 
was very narrow. Pierre, by instinct, sought for a free road. He 
walked sometimes on the stone curb, sometimes in the street 
itself, with the uneven step of a man who pursues his thoughts. 
What was he thinking of then, with his eyes concentrated and 
his face so grave? Of an experiment he was making? Of his 
friend Urbain’s work, explained in the note to the Academy 
which he now carried in his pocket? Of Marie? . . . 

He had been treading the asphalt for several minutes behind 
a closed cab which slowly rolled along toward the Pont Neuf. 
At the corner of the street and the Quai, the noise was intense: 
a tramcar going toward the Place de la Concorde had just 
passed along the river. Cutting across its route, a heavy wagon 
drawn by two horses emerged from the bridge and entered the 
Rue Dauphine at a trot. 

Pierre wanted to cross the pavement and reach the other side¬ 
walk. With the sudden movement of an absent-minded 
he abandoned the shelter of the cab, the square box which had 
been obscuring his view, and made a few steps toward the 
left. -But he ran into one of the horses of the wagon, which was 
passing the cab at that same second. The space between 
the two vehicles narrowed dizzily. Surprised, Pierre, in 
an awkward movement, attempted to hang on to the chest 
of the animal, which suddenly reared. The scientist’s heels 
slipped on the wet pavement. A cry arose, made of a dozen 
shouts of horror: Pierre had fallen beneath the feet of the 
powerfulhorses. Pedestrians cried “Stop! Stop!” The driver 
pulled on the reins, but in vain: the team of horses kept on. 

Pierre was down, but alive and unhurt. He did not cry out 
and hardly moved. His body passed between the feet of the 
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horses without even being touched, and then between the two 
front wheek of the wagon. A miracle was possible. But the 
enormous mass, dragged on by its weight of six tons, continued 
for several yards more. The left back wheel encountered a 
feeble obstacle which it crushed in passing: a forehead, a 
human head. The cranium was shattered and a red, viscous 
matter trickled in all directions in the mud: the brain of Pierre 
Curie! 

Policemen picked up the warm body, from which life had 
been taken away in a flash. They hailed several cabs in succes¬ 
sion, but no coachman wanted to take into his carriage a dead 
body covered with mud and dripping with blood. Minutes 
passed; the curious assembled and crowded round. A thicker 
and thicker crowd besieged the motionless lorry, and cries of 
fury broke out against the driver, Louis Manin, the involuntary 
author of the drama. Finally, two men brought a stretcher. 
The dead man was laid on it, and, after an unnecessary 
stop in a pharmacy, was carried to the near-by police station, 
where his wallet was opened and his papers examined. When 
the rumour spread that the victim was Pierre Curie, a professor, 
a celebrated scientist, the tumult doubled and the police had 
to intervene to protect the driver Manin, threatened by many 
fists. 

A doctor, M. Drouet, sponged the bruised face, scrutinised 
the open wound of the head, and counted the sixteen bony frag¬ 
ments of what had been, twenty minutes before, a cranium. 
The Faculty of Science was notified by telephone. Soon, in the 
obscure police station in the Rue des Grands-Augustins, a 
politely sympathetic commissary and secretary looked upon the 
bent figures of the physicist’s laboratory assistant, M. Glerc^ 
who was sobbing, and of the driver, Manin, whose red face 
was swollen with tears. 

Between them Pierre was extended, his forehead bandaged, 
his face intact and open, indifferent to everything. 

The wagon, twenty feet long, loaded to the brim with military 
uniforms, was drawn up at the door. Little by little the rain 
effaced the stains of blood on one of its wheels. The heavy 



258 MADAME CURIE 

young horses, vaguely disturbed by the absence of their master 
snorted with fear and struck the pavement with their hoofs. * 

Misfortune charged down upon the Curie household. Motor¬ 
cars and cabs wandered, undecided, along the fortifications, and 
stopped in the deserted boulevard A representative of the 
President of the Republic rang at the door, and then, learning 
that “Mme Curie was not back yet,” went away without 
delivering his message. Another ring: the dean of the faculty, 
Paul Appell, and Professor Jean Perrin entered the house. 

Dr. Curie, who was alone in the silent house with a servant, 
was astonished at such important callers. He advanced toward 
the two men and perceived the stricken look on their faces. Paul 
Appell, whose mission it was to notify Marie first, kept an em¬ 
barrassed silence before her father-in-law. But the tragic doubt 
did not long endure. The tall old man looked at these faces for 
another instant. Then, without asking a question, he said: 

“My son is dead!” 

On hearing the account of the accident his dry, wrinkled face 
w^ furrowed with the bitter tracks of a very old man’s tears. 
His tears expressed revolt as much as grief. With vehement 
tenderness and despair. Dr. Curie accused his son of the absent- 
mindedness that had cost him his life, and obstinately repeated 
the same heart-broken reproach: “What was he dreaming of 
this time?” ® 

Six o’clock: the noise of a key turning in a lock. Marie, gay 
and \dvid, appeared in the doorway of the room. She vaguely 
perceived, in the too deferential attitude of her friends, the dis¬ 
quieting signs of compassion. Paul Appell gave an account of 
the facts again. Marie remained so motionless, so fixed, that one 
might have supposed her to understand nothing of what they 
said. She did not fall into their affectionate arms; she neither 
moaned nor wept. She seemed as inanimate and insensible as a 
woman of straw. After a long, haggard silence, her lips moved 
at ast and she asked in a low voice, hoping madly for some 
sort of denial: 

“Pierre is dead? Dead? Absolutely dead?” 
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It is comnxanplace to say that a sudden catastrophe may 
transform a human being for ever. Nevertheless, the decisive 
influence of these minutes upon the character of my mother, 
upon her destiny and that of her children, cannot be passed 
over in silence. Marie Curie did not change from a happy 
young wife to an inconsolable widow. The metamorphosis was 
less simple and more serious. The interior tumult that lacerated 
Marie, the nameless horror of her wandering ideas, were too 
virulent to be expressed in complaints or in confidences. From 
the moment when those three words, 'Tierre is dead’', reached 
her consciousness, a cope of solitude and secrecy fell upon her 
shoulders for ever. Mme Curie, on that day in April, became 
not only a widow but at the same time a pitiful and incurably 
lonely woman. 

The witnesses of the drama felt the invisible wall between her 
and them. Their melancholy words of comfort passed her by. 
With dry eyes and a face grey with pallor, she scarcely 
seemed to hear them and answered the most urgent questions 
only with difficulty. In a few laconic words she refused the 
autopsy which would have completed the judicial inquiry, and 
asked that Pierre’s body be brought back to the Boulevard 
Kellermann. She begged her friend Mme Perrin to take in 
Irene for a time,* she sent a brief telegram to Warsaw, saying, 
‘Tierre dead result accident.” Then she went out into the 
wet garden and sat down, her elbows on her knees and her 
head in her hands, her gaze empty. Deaf, inert, mute, she 
waited for her companion. 

First they brought her relics found in the pockets of Pierre’s 
clothes: a fountain pen, some keys, a wallet, a watch which 
was stiU going with even its glass intact. Finally, at eight 
o’clock, an ambulance stopped before the house. Marie 
climbed into it, and, in the half-darkness, saw the kindly, 
peaceful face. 

Slowly, painfully, the stretcher was edged through the narrow 
door. Andre Debieme, who had gone to the police station to 
fetch his master, his friend, supported the lugubrious burden. 
The dead man was lying in a room on the ground floor. 
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and Marie remained alone with her husband. She kissed his 
face, his supple, body, still almost warm, his hand which could 
still be moved. She was taken by force into another room so as 

not to be present at the dressing of the body. She obeyed as if 

unconscious, and then, seized by the idea that she had allowed 
herself to be robbed of these minutes, that she should not have 
permitted anybody else to handle these sacred remains she 

came baci and clung to the body. ^ 

On the Mowing day the arrival of Jacques Curie released 
Marie s contracted throat and opened the floodgates of her 
tears. Alone with the two brothers, one living and the other 
annihilated, she abandoned herself at last to sobs. Then 
^ffemng again, she wandered through the house and asked if 
Eve had been washed and combed as usual. Going across the 
garden, she called for Irene, who was playing blocks at the 
Perrins, and talked to her across the railing. She said “Pe” 
had hurt himseU badly in the head and that he needed rest. 
Careless, the child returned to her game. 

^ After some weeks had passed, Marie, incapable of speaking of 
her woe before human beings, lost in a silence, a desert which 
sometimes made her cry out with horror, was to open a grey 
notebook and hurl on to the paper, with writing which trem¬ 
bled, the thoughts that were stifling her. Through these 
scratchy, teax-splotched pages, of which only fragments can be 
pubhshed, she addressed Pierre, caUed upon him and asked 
^ questions. She tried to fix every detail of the drama which 
had separat^ them in order to torture herself with it for ever 
afterward. The brief, intimate diary—the first and the only 
one M^e ever kept-reflected the most tragic hours of this 
woman s life. 


. • . Pierre, my Pierre, you are there, calm as a poor wounded 

man reshng in sleep, with his head bandaged. Your face is 
sweet and serene, it is still you, lost in a dream from which you 
camot escape. Your lips, which I used to call greedy, are livid 
^d colourless. Your Httle beard is grey. Your hair can hardly 
be seen, because the wound begins there, and above the 
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forehead, on the right, the bone that has been broken can be 
seen. Oh! how yon have suffered, how you have bled, your 
clothes are soaked in blood. What a terrible shock your poor 
head has felt, your poor head that I have so often caressed in my 
two hands, I kissed your eyelids which you used to close so 
that I could kiss them, offering me your head with a familiar 
movement. ... 

. • . We put you into the coiSin Saturday morning, and I 
held your head up for this move. We kissed your cold face for 
the last time. Then a few periwinkles from the garden on the 
coffim and the little picture of me that you called *‘the good 
little student’and that you loved. It is the picture that must 
go with you into the grave, the picture of her who had the 
happiness of so pleasing you that you did not hesitate to 
offer to share your life with her, even when you had seen her 
only a few times. You often told me that this was the only 
occasion in your life when you acted without hesitation, with 
the absolute conviction that you were doing well. My Kerre, 
I think you were not wrong. We were made to live together, 
and our union had to be. 

Your coffin was closed and I could see you no more. I didn’t 
allow them to cover it with the horrible black cloth. I covered 
it with flowers and I sat beside it. 

... They came to get you, a sad company; I looked at them, 
and did not speak to them. We took you back to Sceaux, and 
we saw you go dowm into the big deep hole. Then the dreadful 
procession of people. They wanted to take us away. Jacques 
and I resisted. We wanted to see everything to the end. They 
filled the grave and put sheaves of flowers on it. Everything is 
over, Pierre is sleeping his last sleep beneath the earth; it is the 
end of everything, everything, everything, 

Marie had lost her companion, and the world had lost a great 
man. This atrocious departure, in the rain and mud, had struck 
the popular imagination. The newspapers of all countries 
described in pathetic stories, over several columns, the accident 
in the Rue Dauphine. Messages of sympathy accumulated in the 
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house in the Boulevard Kellermann, with the names of kings 
ministers, poets and scientists mixed with obscure names! 
Among these bundles of letters, articles, telegrams, are to be 
found some cries of true emotion: 

Lord Kelvin: 

Grievously distressed by terrible news of Curie death. When 
will funeral be? We arrive Hotel Mirabeau to-morrow morning. 

Marcelin Berthelot: 

... We have been struck by this terrible news as if by 
Hghtning. So many services already rendered to science and 
humanity, so rnany services that we expected from this dis¬ 
coverer of genius-! All that vanished in an instant, or 

already passed into the state of memory! 

G. Lippmann: 

It seems to me that I have lost a brother: I did not know by 
what bonds I was attached to your husband, but I know it 
to-day. 

I suffer also for you, madame. 

Charles Cheoeneau, Pierre Curie’s laboratorj assistant: 

Some of us had developed a true cult for him. For me he 
was, after my own family, one of the men I loved most; such 
had been the great and delicate affection with which he knew 
how to surround his modest collaborator. And his immense 
mdness extended even to his humblest servants, who adored 
1^:1 have never seen sincerer or more harrowing tears than 
those shed by his laboratory attendants at the news of his 
sudden decease. 

On this occasion, as on all others, the woman who was to be 
known hereafter as an “illustrious widow” fled from the attacks 
of fame. To avoid an official ceremony, Marie advanced the 
ate 0 the funeral to Saturday, April aist. She refused pro¬ 
cessions, delegations and speeches, and asked that Pierre be 
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buried as simply as possible in tlie grave where his mother rested 
at Sceaux. Anstide Briand^ then Minister of Public Instruction, 
nevertheless defied orders: in a gesture of generosity he joined 
the relations and intimates of the Curies and accompanied 
Pierre s body in silence to the far-off little suburban cemetery. 

Journalists, concealed behind the tombstones, watched the 
figure of Marie hidden under thick mourning veils: 


. . . Mme Cune, on her father-in-law’s arm, followed her 
husband s coffin to the grave hollowed out at the foot of the 
waU of the enclosure in the shadow of the chestnut trees. There 
she remained motionless for a moment, always with the same 
fixed, hard gaze; but when a sheaf of flowers was brought near 
the grave, she seized it with a sudden movement and began to 
detach the flowers one by one to scatter them on the coffin. 

She did this slowly, composedly, and seemed to have totally 
forgotten the watchers, who, profoundly moved made no 
noise, no murmur. 

The master of ceremonies, nevertheless, thought he must a sk 
Mme Cune to receive the condolences of the persons present. 
Then, aflowing the bouquet she held to faU to the earth, she 
left the cemetery without saying a word and rejoined her 
father-in-law. 

April 22nd, 1906.) 

During the following days, eulogies of the vanished scientist 
were pronounced at the Sorbonne and in the French and 
foreign scientific societies which counted Pierre Guiie among 
their members. Henri Poincard exalted the memory of his 
friend at the Academy of Science; 

All^ those who knew Pierre Cune know the pleasantness and 
steadiness of his friendship, the delicate charm which exhaled, 
so to speak, from his gentle modesty, his candid uprightness, 
and the fineness of his mind. 

Who could have believed that so much gentleness concealed 
an uncompromising soul? He did not compromise with the 
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generous principles upon which he had been nourished, or with 
the special moral ideal he had been taught to love, that ideal 
of absolute sincerity, too high, perhaps, for the world in which 
we live. He did not know the thousand little accommodations 
with which our weakness contents itself. He did not separate 
the cult of this ideal from that which he rendered to science 
and he has shown us by a brilliant example what a high con¬ 
ception of duty can come out of the simple and pure love of 
truth. It matters little what god one believes in; it is the faith, 
and not the god, that makes miracles. ’ 

Marie’s diary: 

... The day after the burial I told Irfene everything; she 
was at the Perrins’ ... She did not understand, at first, and 
let me go away without saying anything; but afterward, it 
seems, she wept and asked to see us. She cried a great deal at 
home, and then she went off to her little friends to forget. She 
did not ask for any detail and at first was afraid to speak of her 
father. She made great worried eyes over the black clothes that 
were brought to me. . . . Now she no longer seems to think 
of it at aU. 

Arrival of Joseph and Bronya. They are good, Irfene plays 
with her uncles; Eve, who toddled about the house with uncon¬ 
scious gaiety aU through these events, plays and laughs; every¬ 
body talks. And I see Pierre, Pierre on his deathbed. 

. . . On the Sunday morning after your death, Pierre, I went 

to the laboratory with Jacques for the first time. I tried to 
a ineasurement, for a graph on which we had each made several 
points. But I felt the impossibility of going on. 

In the street I walk as if hypnotised, without attending to 
anything. I shall not kill myself. I have not even the desire 
for suicide. But among all these vehicles is there not one to 

make me share the fate of my beloved? 

Dr. Curie, his son Jacques, Joseph Sklodovski and Bronya 
observed with terror the movements of this icy, calm, black- 
robed woman, the automaton Marie had become. Even the 
sight of her children did not awaken feeling in her. Stiff, 
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absent-minded, the wife who had not joined the dead seemed 
already to have abandoned the living. 

But the living busied themselves about her and worried over 
that future in which she believed so little. The decease of Pierre 
Curie had brought up some important problems. What was to 
be the fate of the research work Pierre had left in suspense, 
and of his teaching at the Sorbonne? What was to become of 
Marie? 

Her relatives discussed these questions in low voices, and 
listened to the suggestions of the representatives of the Ministry 
and the university, who succeeded each other at the house in the 
Boulevard Kellermann. On the morrow of the obseqines the 
government officially proposed to award the widow and children 
of Pierre Curie a national pension. Jacques submitted this plan 
to Marie, who refused flatly. “I don’t want a pension,” she said. 
“I amyoung enough to earn my living and that of my children.” 

In her suddenly strengthened voice coiild be heard the first 
faint echo of her habitual bravery. 

Between the authorities and the Curie family the exchanges of 
views wavered somewhat. The Toniversity was disposed to keep 
Marie in its faculty. But with what title, and in what labora¬ 
tory? Could this woman of genius be put under the orders of a 
cffief? And where was there a professor capable of directing 
Pierre Curie’s laboratory? 

Consulted as to her own wishes, Mme Curie answered 
vaguely that she was not able to reflect, that she did not 
know. ... 

Jacques Curie and Bronya and the most faithful of Pierre’s 
friends, Georges Gouy, felt that they must make the decisions 
and take the initiative in Marie’s place. Jacques Curie and 
Georges Gouy informed the dean of the faculty of their con¬ 
viction: that Marie was the only French physicist capable of 
pursuing the work she and Pieixe had undertaken. Marie was 
the only teacher worthy of succeeding Pierre. Marie was the 
only chief of laboratory who could replace him. Traditions anrl 
customs must be swept away so as to name Mme Curie professor 
at the Sorbonne. 
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On the strong insistence of Marcelin Berthelot, of Paul Appell 
and Vice-Rector Liard, the public authorities made a frank and 
generous gesture on this occasion. On May 13th, 1906, the 
council of the Faculty of Science unanimously decided to 
maintain the chair created for Pierre Curie and to confide it to 
Marie, who would take the title of chargk de corns. 

University of France 

Mme Pierre Curie, Doctor of Science, chief of research work 
m the Faculty of Science of the University of Paris, is charged 
with a course in physics in the said faculty. 

Mme Curie will receive in this capacity an annual salary of 
ten thousand francs, dating from the first of May, 1906. 

This was the first time that a position in French higher 
education had been given to a woman. 

Marie listened distractedly, almost with indifference, to her 
father-m-law giving the details of the heavy mission she owed 
it to herself to accept. She answered in a few syllables’ "I 
will try.” 

A phrase pronounced in other days by Pierre, a phrase which 
was a moral testament, an order, came up in her memory and 
formally indicated her course: 

Whatever happens, even if one has to go on like a body 

without a soul, one must work just the same. ...” 

Marie’s diary: 

I am offered the post of successor to you, my Pierre: your 
course and the direction of your laboratory. I have accepted. I 
don t know whether this is good or bad. You often told me you 
would have liked me to give a course at the Sorbonne. And I 
wou like at least to make an effort to continue your work- 
Sometimes it seems to me that this is how it will be most easy 
for me to live, and at other limes it seems to me that I am 
mad to attempt it. 
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May ‘jth, 1906: 

My Pieirre, I think of you without end, my head is bursting 
with it and my reason is troubled- I do not understand that 
I am to live henceforth without seeing you, without smiliTig at 
the sweet companion of my life. 

For two days the trees have been in leaf and the garden is 
beautiful. This morning I looked at the children there. I 
thought you would have found them beautiful and that you 
would have called me to show me the periwinkles and the 
narcissus in bloom. Yesterday, at the cemetery, I did not 
succeed in understanding the words “Pierre Curie” engraved 
on the stone. The beauty of the countryside hurt me, and I put 
my veil down so as to see everything tluough my crepe. 

May nth: 

My Pierre, I got up after having slept rather well, relatively 
calm. That was only a quarter of an hour ago, and now I want 
to howl again—like a wild beast. 

May i^h: 

My little Pierre, I want to tell you that the laburnum is in 
flower, the wistaria, the hawthorn and the iris are beginning— 
you would have loved all that. 

I want to tell you, too, that I have been named to your chair, 
and that there have been some imbeciles to congratulate me 
on it. 

I want to tell you that I no longer love the sun or the flowers. 
The sight of them makes me suflfer. I feel better on dark days, 
like the day of your death, and if I have not learned to hate fine 
weather it is because my children have need of it. 

May 22nd: 

I am working in the laboratory all day long, it is all I can do: 
I am better off there than anywhere else, I conceive of nothing 
any more that could give me personal joy, except perhaps 

scientific work—and even there-no, because if I succeeded 

with it, I could not endure you not to know it. 
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June loth: 

Everything is gloomy. The preoccupations of life do not even 

allow me time to think of my Pierre in peace. 

Jacques Curie and Joseph Sklodovski had left Paris. Soon 
Bronya was to rejoin her husband at their sanatorium in 
Zakopane. 

One evening, one of the last the two sisters passed together 
Marie made a sign to her elder sister to follow her. She led 
Bronya into her own bedroom, where, in spite of the summer 
heat, a great wood fire was flaming, and locked the door behind 
her. Bronya, surprised, questioned the widow’s face. It was 
even paler and more bloodless than usual. Without a word, 
Marie took a stiff, bulky packet, wrapped in waterproof paper] 
out of the cupboard. Then she sat down before the fire and 
signed to^ her sister to sit down beside her. She had a pair of 

Strong scissors ready on tlie mantelpiece. 

“Bronya,” she murmured, “you must help me.” 

Slowly she undid the string and opened the paper. The 
flames lit up her trembling hands. A bundle appeared, care- 
fully knotted into a cloth. Marie hesitated an instant—then she 
unfolded the white cloth and Bronya restrained a cry of horror: 
the wrapping enclosed a hideous mass of clothing, of linen, of 
dried mud and blackened blood. Marie had been keeping near 
her, for days past, the clothes Pierre had worn when the wagon 
struck him in the Rue Dauphine. 

The silent widow took the scissors and began to cut up the 
dark coat. She threw the pieces one by one into the fire and 
watched them shrivel up, smoke, be consumed and disappear. 
But suddenly she stopped, struggling in vain against the tears 
that darkened her tired eyes. In the half-congealed folds of the 
cwth appeared sorne viscous fragments of matter: the last scraps 
(u the brain in which, a few weeks before, noble thoughts and 
the discoveries of genius had been born. 

Marie contemplated these corrupt remnants fixedly; she 
touched them and kissed them desperately until Bronya 
dragged the clothing and the scissors away from her and began 
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in her tnm to cut and throw the pieces of cloth into the fire. 

The task was finished at last, without a single word pro¬ 
nounced between the two women. The wrapping paper, the 
cloth, the towel with which they dried their hands, all in their 
turn were the prey of the flames. 

“I could not have endured having this touched by indifferent 
hands,” Marie said at last, in a stra nglin g voice. Then, coming 
near Bronya: 

“And now, tell me how I am going to manage to live. I know 
that I must, but how shall I do it? How can I do it?” 

Breaking down into a horrible outburst of sobs, coughs, tears 
and cries, she hung upon her sister, who supported her, tried to 
calm her and finally undressed and put to bed this poor hiunan 
creature who was at the end of her strength. 

On the morrow Marie again became tiie icy automaton that 
had moved in her place since April 19th. It was this automaton 
that Bronya was to clasp in her arms as she got into the train for 
Warsaw. Bronya was to remain long obsessed by the picture of 
Marie motionless on the platform, in her motirning veils. 

A sort of “normal life” was taken up again in that house, 
so impregnated with the memory of Pierre that on certain 
evenings, when the outside door slammed, Marie had, for the 
quarter of a second, the mad idea that the catastrophe was a bad 
dream and that Pierre Curie was about to appear. On the faces 
around her, young and old, could be read an expression of 
waiting. Projects, a plan for the future, were expected of her. 
This woman of thirty-eight, worn out by grief, was now the 
head of a family. 

She made her decisions: she would stay in Paris aU summer 
to work in the laboratory and to prepare the teaching which she 
was to begin in November. Her course at the Sorboime must 
be worthy of Pierre Curie’s. Marie got together her notes and 
books, and ran through the notes left by her husband. Once 
again she was buried in study. 

During these sombre holidays her daughters skipped about 
in the coxmtry: Eve at St-Rfeiy-Ws-Chevreuse with her grand¬ 
father, Irfene at the seaside at Vaucottes, under the guardianship 
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of Hela Szalay, Marie’s second sister, who, to oflPer her 
affectionate help, had come to pass the summer in France 

In the autumn, Marie, who could not bear to stay in the 
Boulevard KeUermann, went in search of a new dwelling-place 
She chose to live at Sceaux, where Pierre had lived when she 
met him—and where he now rested. 

When this move was proposed, Dr. Curie, intimidated 
perhaps for the first time in his life, approached his daughter- 
in-law. ° 

“Now that Pierre is no longer here, Marie, you have no reason 
to go on hving with an old man. I can quite easily leave you 
go to live alone, or with my elder son. Decide!” ’ 

“No, you decide,” Marie murmured. “If you went away it 
would hurt me. But you should choose what you prefer.” 

Her voice was troubled by anxiety. Was she also going to lose 
this friend and faithful companion? It would be natural for 
Dr. Curie to go and live with Jacques, rather than to stay with 
her—with a foreign woman, a Pole. ... But the desired 
answer came at once: 

“What I prefer, Marie, is to stay with you always.” 

He added the phrase, “Since you are wilhng,” into which 
penetrated the emotion he did not wish to confess. And, very 
quickly, he turned away and went to the garden, where Irene’s 
happy cries called him. 

A widow, an old man of seventy-nine, a little girl and a baby 

this was the Curie family now. 

hftoe Curie, widow of the illustrious scientist who died so 
toagicaUy, whohas been appointed to the chair occupied by her 
husband at the Sorbonne, will deliver her first lecture on 
Monday, November 5A, 1906, at half-past one in the afternoon. 

Mme Curie, in this inaugural lecture, will explain the theory 
of ions in gases, and will treat of radioactivity. 

^Mme Curie will speak in a lecture hall. These halls contain 
about a hundred and twenty seats, most of which will be 
occupied by the students. The public and the Press, which 
also nave some rights, will be obliged to share at most twenty 
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seats between them! On this occasion, an occasion unique 
in the history of the Sorbonne, why could the regulations 
not be abandoned so as to put the great amphitheatre at 
Mme Gurievs disposition for her first lecture only? 

Such extracts from the newspapers of the time reflect the 
interest and impatience with which Paris watched for the first 
public appearance of the “celebrated widow.’’ The reporters, 
society people, pretty women, artists who besieged the secre¬ 
tariat of the Faculty of Science and grew indignant when they 
were not given “invitation cards” were moved neither by com¬ 
passion nor by the desire to receive instruction. They cared 
little indeed about the “theory of ions in gases,” and Marie’s 
suflfering on this cruel day was only an added sauce for their 
curiosity. Even sorrow has its snobs. 

For the fiirst time a woman was about to speak at the Sorbonne 
—a woman who was at the same time a genius and a despairing 
wife. Here was enough to draw the public of theatrical 
the audience for great occasions. 

At noon, at the hour when Marie, standing before the grave 
in the cemetery at Sceaux, was speaking in an undertone to him 
whose succession she assumed to-day, the crowd had already 
filled the little graded amphitheatre, stopped up the corridors 
of the Faculty of Science, and overflowed even into the square 
outside. In the hall, great and ignorant minds were mixed, and 
Marie’s intimate Mends were scattered among the indifferent. 
The worst off were the real students, who had come to listen 
and to take notes, but who had to cKng to their seats to keep 
from being dislodged. 

At one-twenty-five the noise of conversation grew heavy. 
There were whisperings and questions; necks were craned so as 
not to miss any part of Mme Guiie’ s entrance. All those pr^ent 
had the same thought: what would be the new professor’s first 
words—the first words of the only woman the Sorbonne had ever 
admitted among its masters? Would she thank the Minister, 
thank the university? Would she speak of Pierre Guiie? Yes, un¬ 
doubtedly: the custom was to begin by pronouncing a eulogy 
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of one’s predecessor. But in this case the predecessor w.. 
husband, a working companion. What a^strong siturtiL^ 
The moment was thrilling, unique. ... ® situation! 

Half-past one. . . , The door at the back onpnpri o j aj • 
“Ae chair aruids. 

inchned her head. It was a dry little movement intended ac 

hands firmly holding on to the loner 
table laden with apparatus, Marie wited for^the ovatiol 
cease. It ceased suddenly: before this pale woman who wa<i 

compose her face, an unknown emotion silenced the 
crowd that had come for a show. “ “ ™ 

M^e stared straight ahead of her and said: 

TAhvei considers the progress that has been made in 

has years, one is surprised at the advance that 

mattef concerning electricity and 

—e 

What was there so poignant in these icy words: “When one 
considers the progress that has been maL in physics 

Tears rose to the eyes and fell upon the faces therr ‘ ' ‘ 

herdes.oo^^^“’ almost monotonous voice, the scientist gave 
her lesson that day straight to the end. She spoke of the Lw 

the end of the arid 

mSlvar,T^?T by the little door as 

rapialy as she had come in. 






PART THREE 



CHAPTER XIX 


Alone 


W E admired Marie when, supported by a man of 
genius, she was able both to manage her home and to 
take her part in a great scientific task. It did not 
seem possible to us that she could lead a harder life or put 
forth a more powerful effort. 

Gompared to the life that awaited her, this condition was 
mild. The responsibilities of *‘the widowed Mme Curie’* 
would have frightened a robust, happy and courageous man. 

She had to bring up two young children, earn their livelihood 
and her own, and to fill her place as professor with success. 
Deprived of the masterly collaboration of Pierre Curie, she had 
to pursue and carry out the researches undertaken with her 
companion. Her assistants and students had to receive orders 
and advice firom her. One essential mission also remained: to 
bifild a laboratory worthy of Pierre’s disappointed dreams, 
where young research workers could develop the new science of 
radioactivity. 

Marie’s first care was to give her daughters and father-in-law 
a comfortable existence. At 6 Rue du Chemin de Per, at Sceaux, 
she rented a house without charm, embellished by an agreeable 
garden. Irvine, to her joy, entered into possession of a square of 
earth which she acquired the right to cultivate in her own way. 
Under the eyes of her governess, Eve hunted through the tufts 
of grass on the lawn for her favourite turtle and chased the black 
cat or the tabby cat down the narrow walks. 

275 
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Mme Curie paid for this arrangement by additional fatiTOc- 
a half-hour by tram separated her from the laboratory. Even^ 
mormng she was to be seen going to the station, with her fine^ 
burned step that called to mind some tardiness to be made un* 
some tireless errand. This woman in deep mourning, who 
always got into the same second-class compartment of the same 
tl^^line^^^”’ became a familiar figure to the travellers on 

She rarely had time to lunch at Sceaux. She renewed her 
acquaintance with the creameries of the Latin Quarter, where 
she had gone in the old days, alone as she was to-day— only then 
she had been young, filled with unconscious hope. Or else 

and breadth of her cramped laboratory she 
mbbled at a piece of bread or some fruit. ^ 

In die evemng, often very late, she would take the return 
tram home. In winter her first thought was to inspect the big 
Jove in di^estibule, to replenish it with coal and regulate its 
draught, ^e idea was firmly fixed in her head that nobody 
in the world except herself was capable of keeping up a good 
toe and it was true that she knew how to place the paper and 
km^ng, and the hard coal or logs above, like an artist or 
a chamst. men the stove purred to her satisfaction Marie 

Siausting ?ay ^ 

Too reserved to let her grief be seen, she never wept before 
^ybody, and she refused to be pitied or consoled. To nobody 
tod she confide her cnes of despair or the dreadful nightmares 
that persecuted her sleep. But her near ones watched uneasily 

riSl Ak fixed on nothing, her hands 

e y he beginmng of a tic: the nervous fingers, irritated 

i “Act in an 

irrepressible and obsessing movement. 

It sometimes happened that her physical resistance abandoned 

her so suddenly that she did not have time to send her daughters 

childhood memories 

dinfr^f “ coUapsing to the floor in a faint, in the 

tomng-room at Sceaux-and of her pallor, her mortal inertia. 
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Marie to her friend Kazia^ 1907: 

Dear Kazia, I was not able to see your prot^g6, Monsieur K. 
The day when he came, I was very unwell, which is often the 
case, and also I had a lecture to give the next day. My father- 
in-law, who is a doctor, had forbidden me to see anybody at all, 
knowing that conversations tire me a great deal. 

As for the rest, what can I tell you? My life is upset in such a 
way that it will never be put right again. I think it will always 
be like this, and I shall not try to live otherwise. I want to bring 
up my children as well as possible, but even they cannot 
awaken Kfe in me. They are both good, sweet and rather 
pretty. I am making great efforts to give them a solid and 
healthy development. When I think of the younger one’s age, I 
see it will take twenty years to make grown persons of them. I 
doubt if I shall last so long, as my life is very fatiguing, and grief 
does not have a salutary effect upon strength and health. 

Financially I am in no difficulty. I earn enough to bring up my 
children, even though, naturally, my circumstances are a great 
deal more modest than they were when my husband was alive. 

In the darkest moments of a solitary life two persons brought 
help to Marie. One was Marya Kamienska, Joseph SModovski’s 
sister-in-law, a sweet and delicate woman who, at Bronya’s re¬ 
quest, had accepted the post of governess and housekeeper in 
the Curie family. Her presence gave Marie a little of that Polish 
intimacy of which her exile had often seemed to deprive her too 
much. When Mile Kamienska was forced by bad health to go 
back to Warsaw, other Polish governesses, less reliable and less 
charming, were to take her place with Ir^ne and Eve. 

Marie’s other ally, and her most precious, was Dr. Curie. 
Pierre^s disappearance had been for him a terrible trial. But the 
old man drew a certain kind of courage, of which Marie was not 
capable, from his rigid rationalism. He scorned sterile regrets 
and the cult of tombs. After the funeral he was never again 
to return to the cemeteiy. Since nothing remained of Pierre, 
he refused to be tortured by a ghost. 

His stoical serenity had a beneficial effect on Marie. Before 
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her father-in-law, who compelled himself to lead a normal life 
to talk and laugh, she was ashamed of the stupor into which her 
grief had plunged her, and tried in her turn to show a quiet 
countenance. ^ 

The presence of Dr. Curie, so sweet to Marie, was sheer iov 
to the children. Without the blue-eyed old man their childhood 
would have been stifled in mourning. He was their playmate 
and master far more than their mother, who was ever away 
from home—-always kept at that laboratory of which the name 
was endlessly rumbling in their ears. Eve was stiU too young 
for a true intimacy to be created between them, but he was the 
incomparable friend of the elder girl, of that slow, untamed 
child, so profoundly like the son he had lost. 

He was not content with introducing Ir^ne to natural history 
and botany, with communicating to her his enthusiasm for 
Victor Hugo, and with writing her letters during the summer, 
reasonable, instructive and very droll letters, in which his 
mocking spirit and exquisite style were reflected: he polarised 
her intellectual life in a decisive way. The spiritual equilibrium 
of the present Ir^ne Joliot-Curie, her horror of suffering, her 
implacable attachment to the real, her anticlericalism and even 
her political sympathies come to her in the direct line from her 
grandfather. 

Mme Curie was to pay her debt of gratitude to this excellent 
man by an affectionate and constant devotion. In 1909 the 
consequences of a lung congestion kept the doctor in bed for a 
whole year. She passed all her free moments at the bedside of 

the sick man, who was both difficult and impatient, trying to 
distract him. f , j s 

On February 25th, 1910, the old man died. At the cemetery 
of Sceaux, frozen and swept bare by winter, Marie demanded 
an unexpected labour from the grave-diggers. She asked that 
Pierre’s coffin be removed from the grave: Dr. Curie’s was then 
jHaced at the bottom, and Pierre’s was lowered upon it. Above 
TOC husband from whom she did not want to be separated in 
death there was an empty place for Marie, which she con¬ 
templated, unafraid, for a long time. 
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Marie Guiie was now left to herself to bring up Irene and Eve. 
She had definite ideas on the care and early education of 
children which successive governesses interpreted with more or 
less success. 

Every day began with an hour’s work, intellectual or manual, 
which Marie tried to make attractive. She watched passionately 
for the awakening of her daughter’s gifts, and noted in her grey 
notebook Ir^jne’s successes in arithmetic. Eve’s musical precocity. 

As soon as their daily task was finished, the little girls were 
sent into the open air. In all weathers they took long walks and 
physical exercises. Marie had a cross-bar installed in the garden 
at Sceaux, with a trapeze, flying rings and a slippery cord. 
After these exercises at home, the two girls became enthusiastic 
pupils at a gymnasium from which they brought home some 
flattering first prizes for their prowess on the rigging. 

Their hands and limbs were constantly in service. They did 
gardening, modelling, cooking and sewing. Marie, however 
tired she might be, compelled herself to accompany them on 
their jaunts on bicycles. In the summer she went into the water 
with them and supervised their progress as swimmers. 

She could not leave Paris for long, and it was under the 
guardianship of their aunt Hela Szalay that Ir^ne and Eve 
passed the greater part of their holidays. They were to be seen, 
in the company of one or several of their cousins, disporting 
themselves upon the less frequented beaches of the Channel or 
the ocean. In 1911 they made their first journey to Poland with 
their mother; Bronya welcomed them at her sanatorium at 
Zakopane. The little girls learned to ride horseback,made 
excursions of several days’ duration into the mountains, and 
slept at mountaineer cabins. Sack on back and shod with hob¬ 
nailed boots, Marie preceded them on the trails. 

She did not encourage her children to acrobatic imprudence, 
but she wanted them to be hardy. There was never to be any 
question of being “afraid of the dark” with Irene and Eve—or 
of hiding their heads under a pillow when a storm broke, or 
being afiraid of burglars or epidemics. Marie had known all 
these terrors of old: she saved her children from them. Even 
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the memoiy of Pierre’s fatal accident did not make a nervous 
watcher out of her. The little girls were to go out alone very 
early, at eleven or twelve years of age; soon they were to travel 
without an escort. 

Their spiritual health was no less dear to her. She tried to 
preserve them from nostalgic reverie, from regret, from the 
excesses of sensibility. She took a singular decision: that of 
never speaking of their father to the orphans. This choice was 
above all, due to a physical impossibility in her. Until the end 
of her days it was with the greatest difficulty that Marie could 
pronounce “Pierre” or “Pierre Curie” or “your father” or “my 
husband, and her conversation, in order to get round the little 
islets of memory, was to employ incredible stratagems. She 
did not judge this silence to be blameworthy with regard to her 
daughters. Rather than plunge them into an atmosphere of 
tragedy, she deprived them, and deprived herself, of noble 
emotions. 

_And as she had not established the cult of the vanished 
scientist in her house, neither did she establish the cult of 
martyred Poland. She wished Ir^ne and Eve to learn Pohsh, 
and for them to know and love her native land. But she 
dehberately made true Frenchwomen of them. Ah, let them 
never feel torn between two countries, or suffer in vain for a 
persecuted race! ... 

She did not have her daughters baptized and gave them no 
sort of pious education. She felt herself incapable of teaching 
mem dogmas in which she no longer believed: above all, she 
feared for them the distress she had known when she lost her 

faith. There was no anticlerical sectarianism in this. Absolutely 

tolerant, Marie was to afcm on many occasions to her children 
that if they wanted to give themselves a religion later on, she 
would leave them perfectly free. 

Mme Curie was content that her daughters should know 
nothing of the uneasy childhood, drudging adolescence and 
poverty-stricken youth that had been hers. At the same time she 
wish for them to live in luxury. On several occasions 
Mane had had the opportunity of assuring a great fortune to 
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Irene and Eve. She did not do so. When she became a widow 
she had to decide what to do with the granune of radium that 
she and Pierre had prepared with their own hands, which was 
her private property. Against the advice of Dr. Curie and of 
several members of the family council, she decided, sharing the 
views of him who was no more, to make to her laboratory a gift 
of this precious particle, which was worth more than a million 
gold francs. 

In her mind, if it was inconvenient to be poor, it was super¬ 
fluous and shocking to be very rich. The necessity for her 
daughters to earn their living later on seemed hehithy and 
natural to her. 

The programme of education so carefully drawn up by Marie 
had but one thing lacking: education itseL^good manners. In 
the house of mourning only intimate fiiends were received: the 
Perrins, the Ghavannes. On Sundays, Andre Debierne brought 
books and toys to the girls and for hours he patiently amused a 
taciturn Irene, drawing for her on white sheets of paper pro¬ 
cessions of animals, elephants of all sizes. . . . Irfene and Eve 
did not see anybody other than indulgent and afiectionate 
friends. When Irene met strangers, she was panic-stricken, 
became completely mute, and obstinately refused to “say how 
do you do to the lady.^’ She would never completely get over 
this habit of hers. 

To smile, to be amiable, to pay visits, to receive people, to say 
words of politeness, to accomplish the ritual gestures imposed by 
ceremony: Ir^jne and Eve were ignorant of aU this. In ten 
years’, twenty years’ time they would perceive that life has its 
exactions, its laws, and that to “say how do you do to the lady” 
is, unfortunately, a necessity. 

When Irfene had won her study certificate and reached the 
age for going to school, Maiie anxiously sought for a means of 
instracting her daughter above and beyond routine. 

This whole-souled worker was haunted by the idea of the 
overwork to which children were condemned. It seemed to her 
barbarous to install young beings in ill-ventilated schoolrooms 
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and to steal innumerable sterile “hours of attendance” from 
tlicm at the age when they should be running free. She wanted 

Ir^;ne to study very Httle but very well. How was she to set 
about it? 

She reflected, she consulted her friends—professors at the 
Sorbonne like herself, and, like herself, heads of families. Under 
her impetus was born the original idea of collective teaching 
m which great minds would share the task of instructing ^ 
their children according to new methods. 

An era of excitement and intense amusement opened for some 
ten little monkeys, boys and girls, who, dispensing with school 
went every day to hear one single lesson given by a chosen 
master. One morning they invaded the laboratory at the 
Sorbonne where Je^ Perrin taught them chemistry; the next 
day the little battalion moved to Fontenay-aux-Roses: mathe¬ 
matics taught by Paul Langevin. Mmes Perrin and Chavannes 
the sculptor Magrou, and Professor Mouton taught literature^ 
histoiy, Hving languages, natural science, modelUng and draw- 
mg. Last of all, in an imused room in the School of Physics 
Mane Curie devoted Thursday afternoons to the most elemen¬ 
tary course in physics that these walls had ever heard. 

Her disciples some of whom were future scientists—were to 
retain a dazzling memory of these fascinating lessons, of her 
amliarity and kindness. Thanks to her, the abstract and boring 
phenomena of the manuals were most picturesquely illustrated: 
bicycle ball-beanngs, dipped in ink, were left on an inclined 
plane where, describing a parabola, they verified the law of faU- 
ing bodies. A clock inscribed its regular oscillations on smoked 
paper. A thermometer, constructed and graduated by the 
jmpils, consented to operate in agreement with the official 
thermometers, and the children were immensely proud of 

Marie transmitted her love of science and her taste for work to 
them She also taught them the methods which a long career 
ad developed in her. A virtuoso in mental aritlimetic, she 
i^isted on having her prot^& practise it: “You must get so 
that you never make a mistake,” she insisted. “The secret is in 
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not going too fast.'’ If one of the apprentices created disorder or 
^t in constructing an electric pile, Marie grew red with anger. 
^‘Don't tell me you will clean it afterwards! One must never dirty 
a table during an experiment.” 

The laureate of the Nobel Prize sometimes gave these 
ambitious infants simple lessons in good sense. 

‘‘What would you do to keep the liquid contained in this jug 
hot?” she asked one day. 

At once Francis Perrin, Jean Langevin, Isabelle Ghavannes, 
and Irene Cuiie^—^the scientific stars of the class—^proposed in¬ 
genious solutions: to wrap the jug in wool, to isolate it by refined 
—and impracticable—^processes. 

Marie smiled and said: 

“Well, if I were doing it, I should start by putting the lid on.” 

On these homely words ended the lesson for that Thursday. 
The door was already opening, a servant was bringing in the 
enormous stock of rolls, chocolate bars and oranges for their 
coEective tea; stEl chewing and arguing, the chEdren tumbled 
out into the courtyard of the school. 

On the watch for Mme Curie's slightest gesture, the news¬ 
papers of the day seized upon these lessons to make merry fun of 
the intrusion—very discreet and carefully supervised—of the 
scientists' sons and daughters into ofl&cial laboratories: 

This little company which hardly knows how to read or write 
[said a gossip writer], has permission to make manipulations, 
to engage in experiments to construct apparatus and to try 
reactions. . . . The Sorbonne and the buEding in the Rue 
Cuvier have not exploded yet, but aE hope is not yet lost 

The coEective teaching, fragEe as other human enterprises, 
came to an end after two years. The parents were overworked 
by their personal tasks; the chEdren, for whom the trials of 
the baccalaureate examination were in store, had to work 
according to the official programmes. Marie chose for IrSne 
a private establishment, the GoEfege Sevigne, where the number 
of classroom hours was somewhat restricted. It was in this 
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excellent school that the elder girl was to finish her secondary 
education and it was there that Eve was to make her studies 
later on. 

Were Marie’s touching efforts to protect her daughters’ per¬ 
sonalities from their earliest childhood successful? Yes and no. 
“Collective teaching” gave the elder girl, in default of a com¬ 
plete literary equipment, a first-class scientific education which 
she could not have obtained in any secondary school. Spiritual 
education? It would be too much to expect it to modify the 
intimate nature of young people, and I do not think we became 
a great deal better under our mother’s wing. Several things, 
nevertheless, were permanently imprinted upon us: the taste for 
work—-a thousand times more victorious in my sister than in 
me!—a certain indifference toward money, and an instinct of 
independence which convinced us both that in any combination 
of circumstances we should know how to get along without help. 

The struggle against sorrow, active in Ir^ne, had little success 
in my case: in spite of the help my mother tried to give me, my 
young years were not happy ones. In one single sector Marie’s 
victory was complete: her daughters owe to her their good 
health and physical address, their love of sports. Such is, in this 
matter, the most complete success achieved by that supremely 
intelligent and generous woman. 

It is not without apprehension that I have striven to grasp the 
principles that inspired Marie Curie in her first contacts with us. 
I fear that they suggest only a dry and methodical being, 
stiffened by prejudice. The reality is different. The creature 
who wanted us to be invulnerable was herself too tender, too 
delicate, too much gifted for suffering. She, who had voluntarily 
accustomed us to be undemonstrative, would no doubt have 
wished, without confessing it, to have us embrace and cajole her 
more. She, who wanted us to be insensitive, shrivelled with 
grief at the least sign of indifference. Never did she put our 
insensibility” to the test by chastising us for our pranks. The 
traditional punishments, from a harmless box on the ear to 
standing in the comer” or being deprived of pudding, were 
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unknown at Lome. Unknown, too, were cries and scenes: my 
mother would not allow anybody to raise his voice, whether in 
anger or in joy. One day when Irene had been impertinent, she 
wanted to “make an example” and decided not to speak to her 
for two days. These hours were a painful trial for her and for 
Irfene—^but, of the two of them, the more punished was Marie: 
unsettled, wandering miserably about the mournful house, she 
suffered more than her daughter. 

Like a great many children, we were probably selfish and in¬ 
attentive to shades of feeling. Just the same we perceived the 
charm, the restrained tenderness and the hidden grace of her 
whom we called-—^in the first line of our letters spotted with ink, 
stupid little letters which, tied up with confectioners" ribbons, 
Marie kept until her death—“Darling Me,"" “My sweet 
darling,’" “My sweet,” or else, most often, “Sweet Me.” 

Sweet, too sweet “Me,” who could hardly be heard, who spoke 
to us almost timidly, who wanted to be neither feared nor 
respected nor admired. . . . Sweet Me who, along the years, 
neglected completely to apprise us that she was not a mother 
like every other mother, not a professor crashed under daily 
tasks, but an exceptional human being, an illustrious woman. 


CHAPTER XX 


Successes and Ordeals 


E very morning a woman who was very thin, very pale, 
whose face was getting a Httle worn and whose fair hair 
was suddenly turning grey, entered the narrow rooms 
of the school in the Rue Cuvier, took a coarse linen smock down 
from its peg to cover her black dress, and set to work. 

.Mthough Marie was not aware of it, it was during this dull 
period of her life that her physical aspect was to attain its per¬ 
fection. It has been said that as they grow older human beings 
acqioire the faces they deserve. How true this was of my 
mother! If the adolescent Manya Sklodovska had been sim ply 
“nice,” if the student and the happy wife had had much charm, 
the matured and grief-stricken scientist she had now become 
showed striking beauty. Her Slavic features, illuminated by the 
life of the mind, had no need of such superfluous ornaments as 
freshness and gaiety. An air of melancholy courage, a more and 
more evident fragility, were her noble adornments soon after 
her fortieth year. It was this ideal appearance that Marie Curie 
was to retain in the eyes of Ir^ne and Eve for many long years— 
up to the day when they were to perceive with terror that their 
mother had become a very old woman. 

Professor, research worker and laboratory director, Mme 
Curie worked with the same incomparable intensity. She 
continued to teach at Sfevres. At the Sorbonne—where she had 
been promoted to the titular professorship in 1908—she was 
giving the first, and for the moment the only, course on radio¬ 
activity in the world. Great efforts! Although secondary 
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education in France seemed to her defective, she regarded 
French higher education with lively admiration. She wanted to 
make herself the equal of the masters who once had dazzled a 
young Pole. 

After two years of professorship, Marie undertook to write 
down her lessons. She published in 1910 a masterly Treatise on 
Radioactivity. Nine hundred and seventy-one pages of text barely 
sufficed to sum up the knowledge acquired in this realm since 
the day, not so long ago, when the Curies had announced the 
discovery of radium. 

The portrait of the author did not figure as frontispiece for 
this work. Opposite the title-page Marie had placed a photo¬ 
graph of Pierre. Two years earlier, in 1908, this same photo¬ 
graph decorated the title of another volume of six hundred 
pages: the Works of Pierre Curicy collected, put in order and 
corrected by Marie. 

The widow composed, for this latter book, a preface which 
retraced Pierre’s career. She lamented his unjust death with 
restraint: 

The last years of Pierre Curie’s life were very productive. 
Hjs intellectual faculties were in full development, as well as his 
experimental skill. 

A new period of his life was about to open: it would have been, 
with more powerful means of action, the natural prolongation of 
an admirable scientific career. Fate did not wish it thus, and 
we arc obliged to bow before its incomprehensible decision. 

The number of Mme Curie’s students grew larger every day. 
The American philanthropist Andrew Carnegie had bestowed 
on her in 1907 a series of annual scholarships which permitted 
her to welcome some novices in the Rue Cuvier. They Joined 
the assistants paid by the university and some benevolent 
volunteer workers. A tall boy, remarkably gifted, Maurice 
Curie, son of Jacques Curie, was among them. Marie was 
proud of his successes. She was always to give her nephew a 
maternal love. Over this squad of eight or ten persons an old 



288 MADAME CURIE 

collaborator, a sure friend and a first-class scientist watched 
with Marie: Andre Debierne. ^ 

Mme Curie had a programme of new researches. She per¬ 
formed them in spite of the steady deterioration to her health. 

She purified a few decigrammes of chloride of radium and 
made a second determination of the atomic weight of the sub¬ 
stance. She then undertook the isolation of radium metal. Up 
to now, every time she had prepared “pure radium,” it had 
been salts of radium (chlorides or bromides) which constituted 
Its only stable form. Marie collaborated with Andrd Debierne 
m bringing the metal itself to light, undamaged by alterations 
atmospheric agents. The operation—one of the most 
difficult known to science—^was never to be repeated. 

Andre Debierne also helped Mme Curie to study polonium 
and the rays it emitted. Finally, Marie, in independent work 
discovered a method of measuring radium by the measurement 
of the emanation it disengaged. 

The universal development of Curietherapy made it necessary 
to separate tiny particles of the precious matter with rigorous 
precision. When the thousandth part of a milligramme is 
m question, balances are not of much use. Marie had the idea of 
weighing” radioactive substances by the rays that they 
emitted. She brought this difficult technique to the point of 
practicability and created a “service of measures” in her 
a. matory where scientists, doctors and even ordinary citizens 
migm have active ores or products examined and receive a 
certilicate indicating their radium content. 

At ffie time when she was publishing a Classification of the 
Ra^odemnts and a Table of Radioactive Constants, she was 
pertonmng another work of general importance: the preparation 
of the fcst international standard of radium. This light glass 
tube which Marie, with emotion, had closed with her own 
hands, contained twenty-one milligrammes of chloride of pure 
radiuin. It was to serve as a model for the standards after¬ 
ward dispersed through the five continents, and was solemnly 

deposued at the office of Weights and Measures at Sevres, 
near Pans. 
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After the fame of the Curie couple, the personal fame of 
Mme Cuiie mounted and spread like a rocket. Diplomas of 
doctor honoris causa or of corresponding member of foreign 
academies arrived by the dozen to encumber the desks at the 
house in Sceaux, though the laureate never dreamed of making 
a show of them or even of drawing up a list of them. 

France has only two ways of honouring her great men during 
their lifetime: the Legion of Honour and the Academy. The 
cross of chevalier was offered to Marie in 1910, but, inspired by 
the attitude of Pierre Curie, she refused it. 

Why did she not oppose the same resistance to the over- 
zealous adherents who persuaded her, a few months later, to 
present herself for the Academy of Sciences? Had she forgotten 
the humiliating ballots to which her husband had been sub¬ 
jected in defeat, and even in victory? And was she unaware of 
the network of envy all about her ? 

Yes, she was unaware of it. And above aH, like a naive Polish 
woman, she was afraid of seeming pretentious or ungrateful by 
refusing the distinction which—^she imagined—^her adopted 
country was offering her. 

Edouard Branly, a scientist of high rank and a well-known 
Catholic, was her competitor. Between ^'Curistes’’ and *'Bran- 
lystes,’’ between freethinkers and clericals, between partisans 
and adversaries of that sensational novelty, the admission of a 
woman to the Academy, a struggle broke out on all fronts. 
Maiie, powerless and ismayed, beheld these controversies, 
which she had not foreseen. 

The greatest scientists, Henri Poincare, Dr. Roux, Emile 
Picard, Professors Lippmann, Bouty and Darboux at their head, 
conducted a campaign in her favour; but the other camp 
prepared a vigorous defence. 

‘‘Women cannot be part of the Institute of France,’’ said M. 
Amagat with virtuous indignation—that same M. Amagat who 
had been, eight years earlier, the successful competitor of Pierre 
Curie. Kindly informers declared to the Catholics that Marie 
was a Jewess, and recalled to the freethinkers that she was a 
Catholic. On January 23rd, 1911, the day of the election, the 



290 MADAME CURIE 

ushcrs^^^’ opened the meeting, said very loudly to the 

“Let everybody come in, women excepted.” 

And an almost blind academician, a lively partisan of Mme 
Cune, complained that he had very nearly voted against her 
with a false ballot which had been slipped into his hand. ’ 
^ At four o’clock the excited journahsts rushed off to write 
“stones” of disappointment or of victory: Marie Curie had 
missed being elected by one vote. 

In the Rue Cuvier her assistants, even her laboratory servant 
awaited the verdict with more impatience than the candidate 
Certain of success, they had bought a big bunch of flowers in the 
mormng and had hidden it under the table which held the 
precision balances. Defeat left them stupefied. Louis Ragot 
the mechanician, his heart heavy, caused the useless bouquet to 
disappear. The young workers silently prepared words of 
comfort, but they had no need to pronounce them, Marie 
appeared from the little room which served as her working 
ofiice. She was not to comment by so much as a word upon thi 
set-back which in no wise afflicted her. 

In the story of the Curies, it seems that foreign countries were 
constantly correcting the attitudes of France. In December the 
Swedish Academy of Sciences, wishing to recognise the briUiant 
work accomplished by the woman scientist since her husband’s 
death, awarded her the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for the year 
1911. No other laureate, man or woman, had been, or was to 

be, judged worthy ofreceiving such a recompense twice. ' 

^ eakened and ill, Marie asked Bronya to make the journey 
to Sweden with her. She also took her elder daughter, Mne, 
wth her. The child was present at the solemn meeting, 
i wenty-four years later, in the same hall, she was to receive the 
same prize. 

Apart from the customary receptions and the King’s dinner, 
special rejoicings had been organised in Marie’s honour. She 
deflghtful memory of one peasant festival, in 
’^^dreds of women, dressed in vivid colours, wore crowns 
oi hghted candles on their heads like trembling diadems. 
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In her public address, Marie oflfered the homage which had 
been lavished upon her to the shade of Pierre Curie. 

Before approaching the subject of the lecture, I wish to recall 
that the discovery of radium and that of polonium were made 
by Pierre Curie in common with me. We also owe to Pierre 
Curie, in the domain of radioactivity, some fundamental 
studies which he carried out either alone or in common with me 
or in collaboration with Ms pupils. 

The chemical work wHch had as its aim the isolation of 
radium in the state of pure salt and its characterisation as a new 
element was carried out especially by me, but is intimately 
linked with the work in common. I therefore believe I shall 
interpret exactly the Academy’s thought in admitting that the 
Mgh distinction bestowed upon me is motivated by this work in 
common and thus constitutes a homage to the memory of Pierre 
Curie. 

A great discovery, universal celebrity, and two Nobel prizes 
had fixed the admiration of a great many contemporaries upon 
Marie—and therefore the animosity of a great many others. 

Malice burst upon her in a sudden squaU and attempted to 
annihilate her. A perfidious campaign was set going in Paris 
against this woman of forty-four, fragile, worn out by crusHng 
toil, alone and without defence. 

Marie, who exercised a man’s profession, had chosen her 
friends and confidants among men. And tMs exceptional 
creature exercised upon her intimates, upon one of them 
particularly, a profound influence. No more was needed. A 
scientist, devoted to her work, whose life was dignified, reserved, 
and in recent years especially pitiable, was accused of breaking 
up homes and of dishonouring the name she bore with too much 
brilliance. 

It is not for me to judge those who gave the signal for the 
attack, or to say with what despair and often with what tragic 
clumsiness Marie floundered. Let us leave in peace those 
journalists who had the courage to insult a hunted woman. 
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pestered by anonymous letters, publicly threatened 
violence, vn* hen life teelf in danger, sje among ,h«e 

wiS teir ’Em * of repentance and 

.ed''.:xErinp!SrdTir^^^^^^ 

Let US retain only the least murderous but the basest of these 
kmfe thrusts, the one which was to be levelled at her all along 
the way. Every time an occasion offered to humiliate this 
umque woman, as during the painful days of 191 r, or to refuse 
her a title a recompense or an honour-thf AcSemy S 

in turn a were basely brought up against her: Slled 

m turn a Russian, a German, a Jewess and a Pole, she was “the 
foreign woman” who had come to Paris like a usmper to 
ranquer a high position improperly. But whenever, by Marie 
unes gifts, scmnce was honoured, every time she was ac¬ 
claimed in another country and unprecedented praise heaped 

EmTt became, in the same newspapers and over 

Ae ignatures of the same writers, “the ambassadress of France ” 

glory With equal injustice, the Polish birth of which she was 
proud was then passed over in silence. 

to the attacks of those 
armour creatures beneath the 

Si had S'- of renown 

Guri^wfld W^hies and hatreds upon her, Marie 

now haT have been criticised or calumniated. She 

now had another reason for hating fame. 

adversity. Hundreds of letters, 
Sak S' to tell Marie how 

M and Mm<=-Andr6 Debierne, 
Endl^^h frkud^^M S’ Chavannes, a charming 

them her ac ’ t and many others as well, among 

umversity world, persons who hardly knew her drew near 
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in this cruel moment—^such. as the mathematician fimile 
Borel and his wife. Along with her brother Joseph^ with 
Bronya and Hela, who had hurried to France to help her, her 
firmest defender was Pierre^s brother, Jacques Curie. 

These evidences of affection restored some of Marie^s 
courage. But her physical depression grew more marked every 
day. She no longer felt strong enough to make the journey to 
Sceaux, and she had taken an apartment in Paris, at 36 Quai de 
Bethune, where she intended to live firom January 1912. She 
was not able to stay so long as she had intended, and on 
December 29 she was taken—dying, condemned to death^—to a 
nursing home. She conquered the illness, however, but the 
profound lesions, by which her kidneys were attacked de¬ 
manded an operation. Marie, who had been carried on 
stretchers from her house to the clinic several times in two 
months and was only a bloodless creature now, asked that the 
operation should be performed in March and not before: she 
wanted to be present at a congress of physicists at the end of 
February. 

She was operated upon and marvellously cared for by the 
great surgeon Charles Walther, but her health was com¬ 
promised for a long time. Marie was pitifully thin and could 
hardly stand up. The crises of fever and kidney pains which she 
was enduring without complaint would have obliged any other 
woman to lead an invalid’s life. 

Tracked down by physical ills and human baseness, she hid 
herself like a beast at bay. Her sister had taken a little house for 
her at Brunoy, near Paris, under the name of ^®luska’ ’; the 
patient passed some time there, and then installed herself 
incognito at Thonon for some melancholy weeks of cure. In the 
summer her friend, Mrs. Ayrton, received her and her daughters 
in a peaceful house on the English coast. There she found care 
and protection. 

At the moment when Marie was considering the future with 
the utmost discouragement, an unexpected proposal came to fill 
her with emotion and uncertainty. 
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Since the Revolution of 1905 Tsaxism, slowly crumbling, had 
made some concessions to liberty of thought in Russia, and even 
in Warsaw the conditions of existence had lost some of their 
rigour. A society of sciences, very active and relatively in¬ 
dependent, had named Marie “honorary member” in 1911. A 
few months later a grandiose plan was formed among the in¬ 
tellectuals: to create a laboratory of radioactivity at Warsaw, to 
offer its directorship to Mme Curie, and to bring the greatest 
woman scientist in the world back to her fatherland. 

In May 1912 a delegation of Polish professors presented itself 
at Marie’s house, and the writer Henryk Sienkiewicz, the most 
celebrated and the most popular man in Poland, addressed to 
her, without knowing her personally, an appeal in which a 
pathetic familiarity was mixed with the formulas of respect: 

Deign, most honoured madame, to transport your splendid 
scientific activity to our country and our capital. You know the 
reasons why, in these later times, our culture and science have 
declined. We are losing confidence in our intellectual faculties, 
we are being lowered in the opinion of our enemies, and we are 
abandoning hope for the future. 

... Our people admire you, but would like to see you 
working here, in your native town. It is the ardent desire of the 
whole nation. Possessing you in Warsaw, we should feel 
stronger, we should lift our heads now bent under so many 
misfortunes. May our prayers be granted. Do not repulse our 
hands which are stretched out to you.* 

For a less scrupulous person, what an opportunity to leave 
France with effect, to turn one’s back on calumny and cruelty! 

But Marie never adopted the counsels of rancour. She 
anxiously and honestly tried to find where her duty lay. The 
idea of returning to her own country attracted and frightened 
her at the same time. In the state of physiological misery in 
which this woman found herself, any decision became terrifying. 

* first paragraph here quoted is in the formal style of address in Polish 

.and the second paragraph in the familiar, with "thee” and "thou." 
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There was something else: the construction of the laboratory the 
Curies had so long wanted had at last been decided upon, in 
1909. To renounce Paris and flee from France was to reduce 
this plan to nothing, to kill a great dream. 

At a moment in her life when she felt hardly strong enough 
for anything, Marie was torn between two duties which ex¬ 
cluded each other. After how many homesick hesitations, with 
what suffering, she addressed her letter of refusal to Warsaw! 
Still, she accepted the task of directing the new laboratory iBrom 
afar and placed it under the practical control of two of her best 
assistants: the Poles Danysz and Wertenstein. 

Marie, still very ill, went to Warsaw in 1913 for the in¬ 
auguration of the radioactivity building. The Russian 
authorities deliberately ignored her presence: no official took 
part in the fetes organised in her honour. The welcome given 
by her native land was therefore all the more tumultuous. For 
the first time in her life, Marie pronounced, in a hall packed to 
its limits, a scientific lecture in Polish. 

I am doing my best to render the most possible service here 
before I go away again [she wrote to one of her colleagues] . On 
Tuesday I made a public lecture. I have also been present, and 
shall be present again, at various meetings. I find a good will 
which must be put to use. This poor country, massacred by an 
absurd and barbarous domination, really does a great deal to 
defend its moral and intellectual life. A day may come perhaps 
when oppression will have to retreat, and it is necessary to last 
out until then. But what an existence! What conditions I 

I have seen again the places to which my memories of child¬ 
hood and youth are attached. I have seen the Vistula again, 
and the tomb in the cemetery. These pilgrimages are at the 
same time sweet and sad, but one canT help making them. 

One of the ceremonies took place in the Museum of Industry 
and Agriculture, in the very building where, twenty-two years 
earEer, Marie had made her first experiments in physics- On 
the next day a banquet was offered to ‘^Mme Sklodovska 
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Curie” by the Polish women. In one of the rows of guests was 
seated a very old lady with white hair who contemplated the 
scientist in ecstasy: it was Mile Sikorska, the directress of the 
boarding school where, in the old days, the tiny fair-haired 
Manya had begun her education. Leaving her place, Marie 
made her way between the beflowered tables, joined the old 
lady, and with a timid impulsiveness, as on the far-off days of 
prize-giving, she kissed her on both cheeks. Poor Mile Sikorska 
dissolved into tears while the audience applauded frantically. 

Marie’s health grew sufficiently better for her to resume her 
normal life. During the summer of 1913 she tried her strength 
by a walking tour in the Engadine, rucksack on back. Her 
daughters accompanied her with their governess, and the 
group of excursionists also included the scientist Albert Einstein 
and his son. A charming comradeship of genius had existed 
for several years between Mme Curie and Einstein. They 
admired each other; their friendship was frank and loyal; and 
sometimes in French, sometimes in German, they loved to 
pursue interminable palavers in theoretical physics. 

In the vanguard gambolled the young ones, who were 
enormously amused by this journey. A little behind, the 
voluble Einstein, inspired, would expound to his confrere the 
theories which obsessed him, and which Marie, with her 
exceptional mathematical culture, was one of the rare persons in 
Europe to understand. 

Irfene and Eve sometimes caught words on the fly which 
seemed to them rather singular. Einstein, preoccupied, passed 
alongside the crevasses and toiled up the steep rocks without 
noticing them. Stopping suddenly, and seizing Marie’s arm, he 
would exclaim: “You understand, what I need to know is 
exactly what happens to the passengers in a lift when it falls 
into emptiness.” 

Such a touching preoccupation made the younger generation 
roar TOth laughter, far from suspecting that the imaginary fall 
in a lift posed problems of transcendent “relativity. ” 

After this brief holiday Marie went to England, where she was 
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called for scientific ceremonies. Again she received a degree of 
doctor honoris catisa^ at Birmingham. For once in a way she 
endured the ceremony ’with good humour and described it to 
Irene in picturesque style: 

They dressed me in a fine red robe with green facings, the 
same as my companions in misery, which is to say the other 
scientists who were to receive the doctor’s degree. We each 
heard a little speech celebrating our merits, and then the vice- 
chancellor of the university declared to each of us that the 
university awarded us the degree. Then we took our places on 
the platform. Afterward we went ofi* again, taking part in a sort 
of procession composed of all the professors and doctors of the 
university, in costumes rather similar to our own. All this was 
rather amusing. I had to take the solemn engagement to 
observe the laws and customs of the University of Birmingham. 

Irene was carried away 'with enthusiasm. She wrote to her 
mother: 

Darling, 

I can see you in your fine red robe with green facmgs; how 
beautiful you must be in it! Did you keep this fine robe, or was 
it only lent to you for the ceremony? 

In France, all storms forgotten, the scientist was at the zenith 
of her fame. For the past two years the architect Nenot had 
been building the Institute of Radium for her on the ground 
allotted in the Rue Pierre Curie. 

Things did not arrange themselves easily; just after the death 
of Pierre, the public authorities had proposed to Marie the open¬ 
ing of a national subscription for the building of a Curie 
institute. The 'widow, not wishing to turn the fatal accident of 
the Rue Dauphine into money, had refused. The authorities 
feU back into their lethargy. But in 1909 Dr, Roux, director of 
the Pasteur Institute, had the generous and bold idea of 
building a laboratory for Marie Curie. If this had happened. 
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she would have left the Sorbonne and become a star of the 
Pasteur Institute. 

The heads of the university suddenly pricked up their ears. 
. . . Let Mme Curie go? Impossible? Cost what it may, she 
must be retained on the oiEcial staff! 

An understanding between Dr. Roux and Vice-Rector Liard 
put an end to the discussions. At their common expense— 
400,000 gold francs each—^the university and the Pasteur 
Institute founded the Institute of Radium, which was to 
comprise two parts: a laboratory of radioactivity, placed 
under the direction of Marie Curie; and a laboratory for 
biological research and Curietherapy, in which studies on 
the treatment of cancer and the care of the sick would be 
organised by an eminent physician. Professor Claude Regaud. 
These twin institutions, materially independent, were to work in 
co-operation for the development of the science of radium. 

Now Marie was to be seen scurrying from the Rue Cuvier to 
ffie builders’ scaffoldings, where she drew plans and argued 
with the architect . The greying woman was brimful of new and 
modern ideas. She was thinking of her own work; but above 
all she wanted to create a laboratory which could still be 
used in thirty years, in fifty years, long after she was dead. 
She demanded vast rooms, big windows which would inundate 
the research halls with sunhght. And even though the costiy 
iimovation might make the government’s engineers indignant, 
she had to have a lift. 

As for the garden—the pet worry of that eternal peasant—she 
was to compose it with love. Deaf to the arguments of those 
who wanted to “save space,” she eagerly defended every square 
foot of the ground that separated the buildings. She picked out 
young trees one by one, like a connoisseur, and had them 
transplanted under her own eyes, long before the foundations 
had been laid. She confided to her collaborators: 

‘‘By buying my plane-trees and my lime-trees right away I am 
gaining two years. When we open the laboratory the trees will 
have grown and whole clumps will be in bloom. But don’t say a 
word! I haven’t spoken about it to M. N6not!” 
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And a little flame of youth and gaiety reappeared in her grey 
eyes. 

She planted the rambler roses herself, wielding the spade and 
tamping down the earth with her hands at the foot of the un¬ 
finished walls. Every day she watered them. When she 
straightened up it seemed that there, standing in the wind, she 
watched alike the growth of the dead stones and of the living 
plants. 

One day when Marie was absorbed in an experiment in the 
Rue Cuvier her former laboratory servant. Petit, came to her, 
much moved. Work-halls were being built also at the School of 
Physics; and the shed, Pierre’s and Marie’s poor damp barrack, 
was about to fall beneath the wrecker’s axe. 

With that humble friend of the past, Marie arrived in the Rue 
Lhomond for her last farewell. The shed was there, still intact. 
The blackboard, by pious care, had been preserved untouched, 
and bore some lines in Pierre’s handwriting. It seemed as 
though the door was about to open, to give entrance to a tall, 
familiar figure. 

Rue Lhomond, Rue Cuvier, Rue Pierre Curie. . . . Three 
addresses, three stages. On this day Marie had retraced, 
without even noticing it, the road of her beautiful yet painful 
life as a scientist. Before her the future was clearly out¬ 
lined. In the biological laboratory, which had just been 
finished, Professor Regaud’s assistants were already at work, 
and lighted windows were to be seen at night shining from 
the new building. In a few months Marie, in her turn, would 
leave the P.C.N. and transfer her apparatus to the Rue 
Pierre Curie, 

This victory came upon its heroine when she was no longer 
either young or strong, and when she had lost her happiness. 
What did it matter, since she was surrounded by fresh forces, 
since enthusiastic scientists were at hand to aid her in the 
struggle? No, it was not too late. 

The glariers were singing and whistling on every floor of the 
little white building. Above the entrance could already be read 
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these words, cut into the stone: Institut du Radium, Pavillon 
Curie. 

Before these sturdy walls and this exalting inscription Marie 
evoked the words of Pasteur: 

If conquests useful to humanity touch your heart; if you stand 
amazed before the surprising effects of electric telegraphy, the 
daguerreotype, anesthesia and so many other admirable 
discoveries; if you are jealous of the part your country can claim 
in the further flowering of these wonders—take an interest, I 
urge upon you, in those holy dwellings to which the expressive 
name of laboratories is given. Ask that they be multiplied and 
adorned. They are the temples of the future, of wealth and well¬ 
being. It is there that humanity grows bigger, strengthens and 
betters itself. It learns there to read in the works of nature, 
works of progress and universal harmony, whereas its own 
works are too often those of barbarity, fanaticism and 
destruction. 

In that wonderful month of July the "temple of the future” in 
the Rue Pierre Curie was at last finished. It was ready now for 
its radium, its workers and its director. 

Only, this July was the July of 1914. 



CHAPTER XXI 




War 


M arie had rented a Httle villa in Brittany for the 
summer. Irene and Eve were already there^ with a 
governess and a cook, and their mother had promised 
to join them there on the third of August. The end of the 
university year had kept her in Paris. She was used to staying 
alone like this, during the dog-days, in the empty apartment in 
the Quai de Bethune without even a housemaid to take care of 
her. She passed her days at the laboratory and returned home, 
where the concierge had presumably done some sketchy 
cleaning, only late at night. 

Marie to her daughters^ August isty 

Dear Irene, dear Eve,—^Things seem to be getting worse: we 
expect mobilisation from one minute to the next. I don’t 
know if I shall be able to leave. Don’t be afraid; be calm and 
courageous. If war does not break out, I shall come and join 
you on Monday. If it does, I shall stay here and send for you 
as soon as possible. You and I, Irfene, will try to make oumelves 
useful. 

August md: 

My dear daughters,—^Mobilisation has begun, and the 
Germans have entered France without a declaration of war. We 
shall not be able to communicate with each other easily for 
some time. 

Paris is calm and gives a good impression, in spite of the grief 
of the farewells. 


301 


MADAME CURIE 


302 

August 6 th: 

My dear Ir^ne,—I, too, want to bring you back here, but it is 
impossible for the moment. Be patient. 

The Germans are crossing Belgium and fighting their way. 
Brave little Belgium did not allow them to pass without defend¬ 
ing itself. ... All the French are hopeful, and think that the 
struggle, although it may be hard, will take a good turn. 

Poland is partly occupied by the Germans. What will be left 
of it after their passage? I know nothing about my family. 

An extraordinary emptiness had been created all around 
Marie. Her colleagues and all her laboratory workers had 
joined their regiments. Only her mechanician, Louis Ragot, 
who had not been mobilised on account of a weak heart, 
and a little charwoman about as high as the table, remained 
with her. 

The Polish woman forgot that France was only her adoptive 
country; the mother did not dream of going to join her children; 
the frail, suffering creature disdained her own ills, and the 
scientist put off her personal work until better times. Marie had 
only one thought: to serve her second fatherland. In the terrible 
contingency her intuition and initiative revealed themselves 
once more. 

She ruled out the easy solution, which would have been to 
close the laboratory and become, like a great many courageous 
Frenchwomen, a nurse in a white veil. . . . Having registered 
herself at once on the organisation of the medical service, 
she discovered in it a blank which did not seem to bother 
the authorities but which, to her, seemed tragic: the hospitals, 
both at the front and behind the front, were almost unprovided 
with X-ray equipment. 

The discovery of X-rays by Rontgen in 1895 had made it 
possible to explore, without surgical aid, the interior of the 
human body, to “see” and to photograph the bones and the 
organs; in 1914 only a limited number of Rontgen machines 
existed in France and were used by radiographic doctors. 
The wartime Military Health Service had provided equipment 
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in certain big centres considered worthy of the luxury: that 
was all. 

A luxury, the magic arrangement whereby, a rifle bullet or 
a fragment of shell could at once be discovered and localised 
in the wound? 

Marie’s work had never dealt with X-rays, but she had 
devoted several lectures to them every year at the Sorbonne. 
She knew the subject admirably well. By a spoutaneous 
transposition of her scientific knowledge, she foresaw what the 
horrible carnage would require: a large number of radiological 
stations must be created at once. And in order to foEow the 
movements of the armies, easily Eght equipment would be 
necessary. 

Marie had recognised her field and acquired her impetus. In 
a few hours she drew up the inventory of the apparatus existing 
in the university laboratories, her own included, and made a 
round of visits to the manufacturers: aE the X-ray material that 
could be used was collected together and distributed to the 
hospitals in the region of Paris. Volunteer operators were 
recruited from among professors, engineers and scientists. 

But how could they help the wounded who were brought in 
crowds, with terrifying frequency, to the stiE unprovided 
ambulances? Some of these were even without electric equip¬ 
ment to which the apparatus could be attached. 

Mme Curie found the solution. She created, with funds from 
the Union of Women of France, the first ‘Radiological car”; it 
was an ordinary motor-car in which she put a Rdntgen 
apparatus and a dynamo which, driven by the motor of the car, 
furnished the necessary current. This complete mobile station 
circulated from hospital to hospital from August 1914 onward; 
it was the only one to take care of the examination of the 
wounded evacuated toward Paris during the Battle of the 
Marne, 

The rapid advance of the Germans gave Marie a difficult 
problem to decide. Should she stay in Paris or go to join her 
daughters in Brittany? And if the enemy threatened to occupy 
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the capital, should she follow the retreat of the medical 
organisations? 

She calmly considered these alternatives and took her 
decision: she would remain in Paris, whatever happened. It 
was not only the benevolent task she had undertaken that kept 
her; she was thinking of her laboratory, of her delicate in¬ 
struments in the Rue Cuvier and of the new halls of the Rue 
Pierre Curie. “If I am there,” she thought, “perhaps the 
Germans will not dare plunder them: but if I go awav everv- 
thing will disappear.” ^ 

Thus she reasoned, not without some hypocrisy, and dis¬ 
covered logical excuses for the instinct by which she was 
guided. ^ This obstinate, tenacious, proud Marie did not like the 
act of flight. To be afraid was to serve the adversary. Nothing 
m the world would induce her to give a triumphant enemy the 
satisfaction of occupying a deserted Curie laboratory. 

She confided her daughters to her brother-in-law Jacques 
preparing them for a possible separation: ’ 

Marie to Irine, August sSth, 1914: 

. . They are beginning to face the possibility of a siege of 
Pans, in which case we might be cut off. If that should happen, 
endure it with courage, for our personal desires are nothing in 
^mparison with the great struggle that is now under way. 
You must feel responsible for your sister and take care of her if 
we should be separated for a longer time than I expected. 

August 2 Qtk; 

^De^ Irfene,~You know there is nothing to prove that we 
shall be cut off, but I wanted to tell you that we must be ready 
tor ^ sorts of alternatives . . . Paris is so near the frontier that 
the Germans might very well approach it. That must not keep 
us from hoping that the final victory will be for France. So, 
ecwage and confidence! Think of your r 61 e as elder sister, 
wmeh it IS time you took seriously. 
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August 31st, 1914: 

I have just received your sweet letter of Saturday^ and I 
wanted so much to kiss you that I almost cried. 

Things are not going very well, and we are all heavy-hearted 
and disturbed in soul. We need great courage, and I hope that 
we shall not lack it. We must keep our certainty that after the 
bad days the good times will come again. It is in this hope that 
I press you to my heart, my beloved daughters. 

Although she could look serenely forward to a life in Paris 
besieged, bombarded or even conquered, there was one 
treasure which she wished to protect against the aggressor: the 
gramme of radium her laboratory possessed. She would not 
have dared to confide the precious particle to any messenger, 
and decided to take it to Bordeaux herself. 

So Marie appeared in one of those groaning trains which 
were carrying away the government officials and important 
personages—^Marie in a black alpaca dust-coat laden with a 
small overnight bag and a gramme of radium, that is to say, 
with a heavy case wherein were the tiny tubes in the shelter of 
their leaden covers. Mme Curie miraculously found an end of a 
bench to sit on and was able to arrange the heavy packet in front 
of her. Resolutely deaf to the pessimistic talk that filled the 
carriage, she contemplated the sunny countryside through the 
window: but there, too, everything spoke of defeat: 09 the 
national road alongside the railway there ran an uninterrupted 
procession of motor cars fleeing to the west. 

Bordeaux was invaded by the French. Porters, taxis and 
hotel rooms were equally difficult to find. When night fell 
Marie was still standing in the station square, near her burden 
which she was not strong enough to carry. The crowd shoved 
and pushed about her without impairing her good nature: she 
was amused by her situation. Was she going to have to mount 
guard aU night over this case which was worth a million francs? 
No: an employee of one of the ministries, her travelling 
companion, saw her and came to her rescue. This saviour 
obtained a room for her in a private apartment. The gramme of 
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radium, weighing twenty kilogrammes in its case, was given 
shelter. On the foUowing morning Marie deposited her trouble- 
some treasure in the safety vault of a bank and, freed from this 
anxiety, took the road to Paris again. 

She had passed unnoticed on her journey down, but her 
departure toward the capital excited lively comment. A crowd 
collected around the phenomenon: “the woman who is going 
back there.” The “woman” took care not to reveal her 
identity, but, more talkative than usual, she tried to calm the 
alarming_ rumours and asserted gently that Paris would hold 
out, that its inhabitants were incurring no danger. 

The troop train into which she, the only civilian, had 
mounted made its way with incredible slowness. It was stopped 
in the open fields several times for hours at a stretch. Marie, 
famished, accepted a big piece of bread that a soldier pulled out 
of his knapsack for her. Since the day before, when she left the 
laboratory, she had not had time to eat anything. 

Paris, silent and threatened, seemed to her, in this exquisite 
light of early September, to have a beauty and a value never 
before attained. Must such a jewel be lost? But already news 
was spreading in the streets with the violence of a tidal wave. 
Mme Curie, covered with the dust of her journey, hurried to 
enquire;, the German advance was broken, the Battle of the 
Marne had begun. 

Marie joined her friends Appell and Borel at the Superior 
Normal School: she wanted to offer her services without delay 
to^ the medical organisation they had founded, the National 
Aid. Paul Appell, president of the charity, was filled with pity 
for this poor exhausted woman. He made Marie lie down 
on a sofa and urged her to take some rest during the coming 
days. She was not listening to him. She wanted to act, to 
do something. . . . “On that sofa, with her face SO pale 
and her eyes so big, she was all flame/^ Appell was to say of 
her later. 

Marie to Iriney September Qthy 1914: 

. . . The theatre of war is changing at the moment: the 
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enemy seems to be going farther away from Paris. We are all 
hopeful, and we have faith in final success, 

. . . Make young Fernand Ghavannes do his problems in 
physics. If you cannot work for France just now, work for its 
future. Many people will be gone, alas, after this war, and then- 
places must be taken. Do your mathematics and physics as well 
as you can. 

Paris was saved. Marie sent for her daughters, who were 
protesting energetically against their exile. Eve went back to 
school, while Irfene took her course for the nurse’s diploma. 

Mme Curie had foreseen everything—that the war would 
be long and murderous, that the wounded would have to be 
operated upon more and more in the places where they were 
found, and that the surgeons and radiologists would have to be 
at hand in the front ambulances; that it was urgently necessary 
to organise the intensive manufacture of Rdntgen apparatus— 
and, finally, that the radiological cars would be called upon to 
render invaluable service. 

These cars, nicknamed ''little Curies’’ in the army zones, 
were equipped by Marie at the laboratory, one by one, regard¬ 
less of the indifference or the latent hostility of the bureaucrats. 
Our timid woman had suddenly become an exacting and 
authoritative personage. She nagged at the lazy officials, 
demanded passes from them, visas and requisitions. They made 
difficulties, brandished the regulations at her. . . . "Civilians 
mustn’t bother us!”—such was the spirit that animated many 
among them. But Marie hung on, argued and won. 

She held up individual citizens mercilessly. At her request 
such generous women as the Marquise de Ganay and the 
Princess Murat gave or lent her their limousines, which she 
immediately transformed into radiological stations. "I shall 
^ve you back your motor car after the war,” she would promise 
with slightly mocking assurance. "Truthfully, if it’s not useless 
by then, I shall give it back to you!” 

Of the twenty cars which she thus put into service, Marie 
kept one for her personal use: a flat-nosed Renault with a body 
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like that of a lorry. Aboard this chariot of regulation ctcv 
ornamented by a red cross and a French flag painted on iS 
plates, she led the life of an adventurer, of a great captain 
A te egram or a telephone call would notify Mme Curie that 
an ambulance laden with wounded demanded a radiolodcal 
post in a hurry Marie would immediately verify the equipment 
of her car and attach her apparatus and dynamo. While the 
military chauffeur took on petrol, she would go home and get 
her dark clo^, her little travelling hat, soft and round, which 
had lost both form and colour, and her baggage: a yellow 
leather bag cracked and peeling. She climbed in beside the 
driver, on the seat exposed to the wind, and soon the stout car 
was rolling at full speed—namely, the “twenty-miles-an- 
Ver^T'"''^^’ '^hich was its best-toward Amiens, Ypres, 


After various stops and palavers with untrustful sentries, the 
hospital appewed._ To work! Mme Curie rapidly chose one 
room as a radiological hall and had her cases brought in there 
bhe unpacked the instruments and assembled them from their 
separate pieces. The cable which connected the apparatus with 
the dynamo in the motor car was rolled out: the chauffeur 
at a given signal, started the dynamo, and Marie tested the 
intensity of the current. Before beginning the examination of 
e wounded she prepared the radioscopic screen and ranged 
her protecting gloves and glasses near at hand, along with 
special marking pencils and the leaden indicator which found 
the projectiles. She darkened the room by stopping up the 
window with the black curtains she had brought, or even with 
ordinary hospital blankets. At one side, in an improvised 
photographic dark-room, were placed the baths of chemicals 
iraere the plates would be developed. Half an hour after 
Mane s arrival, everything was ready, 

. "^el^choly procession began. The surgeon shut Hmself 
n ^ me une into the dark-room, where the apparatus in 
action was surrounded by a mysterious halo. One after the 
^er the steetchers laden with suffering bodies were brought in. 
1 he wounded man would be extended on the radiological table. 
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Marie regulated the apparatus focused on the torn flesh so as to 
obtain a clear view. The bones and organs showed their precise 
outlines, and in the midst of them appeared a thick dark 
fragment: the shot or piece of shell. 

An assistant wrote down the doctor’s observations while 
Marie made a quick copy of the picture or took a photograph 
which would guide the surgeon in extracting the projectile. 
Sometimes the operation was made immediately ‘'under the 
rays,” and on the radioscopic screen the surgeon could follow 
the picture of his pincers probing the wound and going round 
the obstacles of the skeleton to seize upon the bit of shell. 

Ten wounded men, fifty, a hundred. . . . Hours passed, and 
sometimes days. So long as there were any patients Marie 
remained almost constantly shut into the dark-room. Before 
leaving the hospital she studied means of installing a fixed 
radiological post there. Then, having packed up her material, 
she would climb into the front seat of her magic chariot and 
start back to Paris. 

This ambulance station would see her again very soon: she 
had moved heaven and earth to find an available apparatus and 
came out to install it. A naanipulator would accompany her, a 
man whom she had found somehow or other and had instructed 
somehow or other in his work. From now on the hospital, 
furnished with an X-ray room, would have no need of her. 

Apart from the twenty motor cars she equipped, .Marie 
installed two hundred radiological rooms. The total number of 
wounded men examined by these 220 posts, fixed or mobile- 
posts created and started going by Mme Curie personally— 
rose to above a million. 

Her science and her courage were not her only support. 
Marie possessed in the highest degree that humble, precious 
gift of "getting on with it,” and she made masterly use of the 
super-method which the French in wartime called '‘System D” 
—^the defeat of red tape by ingenuity. She imposed systematic 
training on herself; at a time when she was perfecting her 
technique with Rontgen apparatus and reading anatomical 
treatises to acquire the culture of a perfect medical radiologist 
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she was also learning how to drive a car, passing for her licence 
and initiating herself into mechanics. She wanted to avoid 
what she hated most: calling for help, or having herself waited 

upon. 

If her chauffeur was not available she would take the wheel 
of the Renault herself and drive it, somehow or other, over the 
bad roads. She could be seen in the coldest weather energetic¬ 
ally turning the crank of the recalcitrant motor. She was to be 
seen putting her weight on the jack to change a tyre, or cleaning 
a dirty carburettor^ with scientific thoroughness, her brows 
frowning with attention. If she had apparatus to carry by train 
she would put it into the van herself, and on arrival it was she 
who unloaded and unpacked it, watching to see that nothing 
went astray. ... , 

Indifferent to the lack of comfort, she asked for no particular 
consideration and no favourable treatment. Never was a 
famous woman less troublesome. She would eat no matter how 
and sleep anywhere—in a nurse’s room or else, as in the 
Hoogstade hospital, under a tent in the open air. She, the 
student who once had chattered with cold in a garret, now 
became a soldier of the Great War without an effort. 

Marie to Paul Langevin, January 1st, 1915: 

The day I leave is not fiixed yet, but it can’t be far off. I have 
had a letter saying that the radiological car working in the 
Saint-Pol region has been damaged. This means that the whole 
northern area is without any radiological service! I am takng 
the necessary steps to hasten my departure and am resolved to 
put all my strength at the service of my adopted country, since I 
cannot do any^ng for my unfortunate native country just now, 
bathed as it is in blood after more than a century of sufiering. 


In Paris, Ir^ne and Eve were living more or less like the 
daughters of combatants. Their mother gave herself "leave” 
only when a kidney attack forced her to stay in bed for several 
days. If she was at home, it meant that she was ill. If she was 
not ill, she was at Suippes, at Reims, Calais, Poperinghe—in one 
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of the three or four hundred French and Belgian hospitals that 
she was to visit while hostilities lasted. Eve’s letters to her 
mother announcing her successes in history or French composi¬ 
tion were sent to strange and changing addresses: 

''Mme Curie, Hotel de la Noble Rose, Fumes,” 

“Mme Curie, Auxiliary Hospital II, Morvillars, Haut-Rhin.” 

“Mme Curie, Hospital 112.” 

Post cards hastily scribbled by the wanderer at various stops 
brought laconic news to Paris: 

January 20thy 

Dear children,—Here we are at Amiens, where we slept. We 
have only burst two tyres. Greet everybody.— Me. 

The same day: 

Arrived at Abbeville. Jean Perrin, with his car, ran into a tree. 
Luckily no great harm done. Continuing to Boulogne.—MiS. 

January 24^^, 1915* 

Dear Ir^ne,—^After various incidents we have arrived at 
Poperinghe, but we can’t work until we have had some changes 
made at the hospital. They are building a shelter for the car 
and a partition to enclose the radiological room inside a big 
ward of wounded. All this delays me, but it is difficult to do 
otherwise. 

Some German aeroplanes dropped some bombs at Dunkirk; 
a few people were killed, but the population showed no great 
fright. At Poperinghe, too, such accidents happen, but less 
often. We can hear the cannon rambling almost constantly. It 
is not raining; it has frozen a little. I was received with extreme 
cordiality at the hospital: I have a nice room and they give me 
a. fire in a stove. I am better off than at Fumes. I take my 
meals at the hospital. I embrace you tenderly,—^M e. 

Mqyi^i^i 

Darling,—I had to wait at Chalons for eight hours and only 
reached Verdun this morning at five. The car also arrived. 
We are organising!^— Mi. 
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One evening in April, 1915 Marie came home a little paler 
and a little less agile than usual. Without answering the worried 
questions that arose, she shut herself in her room to suUc. 

She was sulking because, on her way back from the hospital 
at Forges, a sudden twist of the wheel by the chauffeur had 
thrown her car into a ditch. The car overturned, and Marie 
who was travelling inside, seated among her apparatus, was 
buried underneath the crashing cases. She was very vexed 
not because she was so badly bruised, but to think~as she did 
at once—that her radiological plates must be shattered. But 
underneath the cases which were gradually crushing her, she 
could not help laughing just the same, when she heard her little 
chauffeur, who had lost all his presence of mind and his all logic, 
running around the wrecked car inquiring in a whisper: 
“Madame! Madame! Are you dead?” 

Without telling the story of her adventure, she hid herself to 
treat her wounds, which were slight. An account of the accident 
appeared in a newspaper, and some bits of blood-stained linen 
found in her dressing-room gave her away to the family; but 
she was already off again with her yellow bag and her round 
hat, with the wallet in her pocket—the big black leather wallet, 
man’s size—which she had bought “to go to war.” 

In 1918 she was to leave this wallet forgotten in a drawer, and 
it was not touched again until 1934, after her death. It then 
yielded up an identity card made out to “Mme Curie, director 
of the Service of Radiology,” a paper from the under-secretariat 
of state for artillery and munitions “authorising Mme Curie to 
make use of military cars,” and about ten “special-mission” 
orders from the Union of the Women of France. Four 
photographs: one of Marie, one of her father, and two of her 
mother, Mme Sklodovska; and two little empty bags which had 
contained seeds—seeds which she had no doubt planted, 
between trips, in the flower-beds at the laboratory. On these 
little bags were inscribed the following words: “Officinal rose- 
mary, to be sown from April to June, in the nursery.” 

^.Mme Curie adopted no special costume for this surprising 
life of hers. All her old clothes, in turn, were ornamented by an 
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arm-band of the Red Gross. She never wore a nurse’s veil, but 
worked with bare head in the hospitals, dressed in an ordinary 
white laboratory blouse. 

Irene tells me you are in the neighbourhood of Verdun pier 
nephew Maurice Curie, an artilleryman at Vauquois, wrote 
her]. I stick my nose into every medical car that passes along 
the road, but I never see anything but much-striped caps, and 
I don’t imagine that the military authorities have taken steps 
to regularise your coiffure, which is hardly according to 
regulations. , . . 

This nomad could not take care of her own house. A certain 
disorder reigned there, Irme and Eve continued their studies, 
well or badly, knitted sweaters for their adopted soldiers, and 
followed the march of operations by sticking little flags into 
strategic points on the big map on the wall of the dining-room. 
Marie made her children take holidays without her—^but her 
care stopped at that. She allowed Irene and Eve to stay in bed 
during bombardments instead of going down to shiver in the 
cellar, and she let them enlist in the gang of harvest workers in 
Brittany in 1916 to replace men who had gone to the front. 
For a fortnight they cut and bound sheaves and worked as 
threshers. In 1918 they remained in Paris in spite of the bom¬ 
bardment of Big Bertha. I think Maiie would not have liked her 
daughters to be too prudent or too exacting. 

Eve could not make herself useful yet, but Irene, at seventeen, 
had been initiated in radiology without giving up her work for a 
school certificate and her courses at the Sorbonne. She had been 
her mother’s ^‘manipulator” at first, and then been given some 
missions. Marie sent her to the hospitals and found it only 
natural that Irene, charged with responsibilities for which she 
was very young, should stay ip the army zones at Fumes, Hoog- 
stade and Amiens. An intimate and charming comradeship 
linked Mme Curie and this young girL The Polish woman was 
solitary no longer. She was able to talk of her work or of her 
personal worries now with a collaborator and friend. 


w 
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During the first months of the war she had had an important 
consultation with Irfene. 

“The government has asked citizens to bring in their gold, 
and soon there will be some loans floated,” she said to her 
daughter. “I am going to give up the little gold I possess. I shall 
add to this the scientific medals, which are quite useless to me. 
There is something else: by sheer laziness I had allowed the 
money for my second Nobel Prize to remain in Stockholm in 
Swedish crowns. This is the chief part of what we possess. I 
should Uke to bring it back here and invest it in war loans. The 
State needs it. Only, I have no illusions: this money will 
probably be lost. I don’t want to commit such ‘nonsense,’ 
therefore, unless you approve.” 

Changed into francs, the Swedish crowns became bonds, 
“national subscriptions” or “voluntary contributions,” and were 
frittered away as Marie had foreseen. She took her gold to the 
Bank of France: the official who received her accepted the 
money but indignantly refused to send the glorious medals to be 
melted down. Marie was not flattered: she judged such 
fetishism absurd, and took her collection back to the laboratory 
with a shrug of the shoulders. 

When an hour’s respite was accorded her, Mme Curie some¬ 
times sat down on a bench in the garden in Rue Pierre Curie 
where her lime-trees were growing. She looked at the Radium 
Institute, new and deserted. She thought of her collaborators, 
all at the front, of her favourite assistant, the Pole Jan Danysz, 
who had died like a hero. She sighed. When would this 
bloody horror come to an end? And when would she be able 
to get back to physics again? 

She did not waste time with empty dreams, and without 
ceasing to “make war,” she slowly and quietly prepared for 
peace. She found time to strip the laboratory in the Rue Cuvier 
and install it in the Rue Pierre Curie. Packing, loading and 
unloading, driving her old radiological car from one building to 
another, she accomplished this patient work, of which the result 
soon appeared: the new laboratory was ready! Marie com¬ 
pleted the installation by an impressive fortification of sandbags 
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around the annex wliich contained radioactive substances. As 
early as 1915 she had brought the gramme of radium back from 
Bordeaux and had put it at the country’s disposal. 

Like X-rays, radium had various therapeutic effects upon the 
human body. In 1914 no effort had yet been made by the State 
to organise medical treatment, so that Marie once more had to 
create and improvise. She consecrated her gramme of radium 
to an “emanation service’’; every week she “milked” radium 
for the gas it gave off, and enclosed this emanation in tubes 
which were afterward sent to the Hospital of the Grand-Palais 
and to other sanitary centres. It was to serve in curing “vicious’" 
sores and many skin lesions. 

Radiological cars, radiological stations, emanation service ... 
There was stiU more to come. The lack of trained manipulators 
worried Marie. She proposed to found and conduct a course 
of instruction in radiology. Before long about twenty nurses 
gathered at the Radium Institute for the first course. The pro¬ 
gramme included theoretical lessons on electricity and X-rays, 
practical exercises, and anatomy. The professors were Mme 
Curie, Irene Curie, and a charming and learned woman, 
MUe Klein. 

The hundred and fifty technicians trained in this way by 
Marie from 1916 to 1918 were recruited from aU classes: some 
among them were very poorly educated. The prestige of Mme 
Curie intimidated them at first, but they were quickly won over 
by the cordial and familiar welcome the scientist gave them. 
Marie had a prodigious gift for making science accessible to 
simple minds. The taste for work properly done was so strong 
in her that when one of the apprentices—a former chambermaid 
—succeeded for the first time in developing a radiographic 
plate like an artist, Mme Curie was as delighted as if it had been 
her own triumph. 

France’s allies called upon her in their turn. Since 1914 she 
had been making frequent visits to the Belgian hospitals. In 
1918, at the request of the Italian government, she went on 
a mission to northern Italy, where she studied the country’s 
resources in radioactive substances. A little later she was to 
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welcome into her laboratory some twenty soldiers from the 
American Expeditionary Forces, whom she was to initiate to 
radioactivity. 

Her new profession brought her into contact with the most 
varied types of human being. Certain surgeons, understanding 
the usefulness of the X-ray, treated her as a great colleague and 
a precious fellow-worker. Others, more ignorant, regarded her 
apparatus with deep distrust. After a few conclusive radioscopic 
experiments, they were astonished that “it worked” and could 
hardly believe their eyes when, at the spot indicated by the rays 
and pointed out by Marie, their scalpel encountered the bit 
of shell which had been vainly sought for in suflFering flesh. 
Suddenly converted, they commented upon the event as upon 
a miracle. ... 

Fashionable women, the guardian angels of the hospitals, 
needed only one glance to classify this grey-haired woman, so 
indifferently dressed, who neglected to mention her name; and 
sometimes they treated her like a subordinate. Marie was 
amused by their misunderstandings. When such trivial mani¬ 
festations of vanity had annoyed her a little, she* purified her 
soul by remembering a nurse and a soldier, silent and tenacious, 
who were her working comrades at the hospital in Hoogstade: 
Queen Elizabeth and King Albert of Belgium. 

Marie, often cold and distant, was charming to the wounded. 
Peasants and workmen sometimes grew frightened of the 
Rontgen apparatus and asked if tire examination would hurt 
them. Marie reassured them; “You’ll see, it’s just the same as 
a photograph.” She had what could be sweetest to them: a 
pleasing tone of voice, light hands, a great deal of patience, and 
an immense religious respect for iiuman life. To save a man’s 
life or to spare him suffering, an amputation or an infirmity, she 
was ready for the most exhausting efforts. She gave up only 
when every chance had been tried in vain. 

She was never to speak of the hardships and dangers to which 
she exposed herself during these four years. She spoke neither 
of her tremendous fatigues, of the risk of death, nor of the 
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cruel efiect of X-rays and radium upon her damaged organisni. 
She showed her working companions a careless and even a gay 
face—^gayer than it had ever been. The war was to teach her 
that good humour which is the finest mask of courage. 

She had very little joy in her soul, just the same. To the 
intimate anguish that distressed her when she thought of her 
interrupted work, or of her Polish family from whom she heard 
nothing, there was added her horror at the absurd frenzy that 
had taken possession of the world. The memory of the thou¬ 
sands of hacked-up bodies she had seen, of the groans and 
shrieks she had heard, was to darken her life for a long time. 

The guns of the armistice surprised her in her laboratory. She 
wanted to dress flags on the institute, and took her collaborator 
Marthe Klein with her to search the shops of the neighbourhood 
for French flags. There were none left anywhere, and she ended 
by buying some bits of stuff in three colours which her char¬ 
woman, Mme Bardinet, hastily sewed together and displayed at 
the windows. Marie, trembling with nervousness and joy, could 
not keep still. She and Mile Edein got into the old radiological 
car, battered and scarred by four years of adventure. An 
attendant from the P.G.N. acted as chauffeur and drove them 
up and down the streets, to and fro, through the eddying mass of 
a people both happy and grave. In the Place de la Concorde the 
crowd stopped the car. People clambered on the fenders of 
the Renault and hoisted themselves on to the roof. When 
Marie’s car took up its route again, it carried off a dozen 
such extra passengers who continued to occupy this position 
for the rest of the morning. 

For Marie there were two victories instead of one: Poland 
was born again from the ashes, and after a century and a half 
of slavery became a free country once more. 

She who had been Mile Sklodovska saw her oppressed child¬ 
hood again and all the struggles of her youth. It was not in vain 
that she had attacked the Tsar’s officialdom by dissimulation 
and ruse as a small child; that she had secretly joined her com¬ 
rades of the Floating University in their meeting places in poor 
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rooms in Warsaw; that she had taught little peasants of Szczuki 
to read. . . . The “patriotic dream” in the name of which she 
had once almost sacrificed her vocation, and even the love of 
Pierre Curie, was becoming a reality under her eyes. 

Marie to Joseph Sklodovski, December, 1920; 

So now we, “born in servitude and chained since birth,”* we 
have seen that resurrection of our country which has been our 
dream. We did not hope to live until this moment ourselves; we 
thought it might not even be given to our children to see it— 
and it is here! It is true that our country has paid dearly for 
this happiness, and that it will have to pay again. But can the 
clouds of the present situation be compared with the bitterness 
and discouragement that would have crushed us if, after the 
war, Poland had remained in chains and divided into pieces? 
Like you, I have faith in the future. 

This faith and these dreams consoled Marie Curie for her 
personal troubles. The war had disorganised her scientific work, 
the war had used up her health, the war had ruined her. The 
money she had entrusted to the country had melted like snow, 
and when she examined her material situation she was anxious 
indeed: at the age of fifty and more, she was almost poor. For 
her living and that of her daughters she had only her salary as 
professor—twelve thousand francs a year. Would her strength 
allow her to pursue her teaching, to take care of her work as 
laboratory director for the years that separated her from the 
age of retirement? 

Without abandoning her war work (for two years more, 
apprentices in radiology continued to come to the Institute of 
Radium for instruction) Marie threw herself again into the 
passion of her life: Physics. She was asked to write a book on 
Radiology in War: in it she exalted the good work of scientific 
discovery, eternal research and its human value. She had drawn 
from her tragic experience new reasons for adoring science. 

The story of radiology in war offers a striking example of the 

* Adam Mickievic*; Messer Thaddeus. 
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unsuspected amplitude that the application of purely scientific 
discoveries can tahe under certain conditions. 

X-rays had had only a limited usefulness up to the time of the 
war. The great catastrophe which was let loose upon humanity, 
accumulating its victims in terrifying numbers, brought up by 
reaction the ardent desire to save everything that could be 
saved and to exploit every means of sparing and protecting 
human fife. 

At once there appeared an effort to make the X-ray yield its 
maximum of service. What had seemed difficult became easy 
anri received an immediate solution. The material and the 
personnel were multiplied as if by enchantment. All those who 
did not understand gave in or accepted; those who did not know 
learned; those who had been indifferent became devoted. Thus 
the scientific discovery achieved the conquest of its natural field 
of action. A similar evolution took place in radium therapy, or 
the medical application of radiations emitted by the radio¬ 
active elements. 

What are we to conclude from these unhoped-for develop¬ 
ments revealed to us by science at the end of the nineteenth 
century? It seems that they must make our confidence in 
disinterested research more alive and increase our reverence 
and admiration for it. 

It is very nearly impossible to discern in this drily technical 
little book how important were Marie Curie’s own initiatives. 
What fiendish ingenuity she used to find impersonal formulas, 
what a rage for effacing herself, for remaining in the shadows! 
The “I” was not detestable to Marie: it did not exist. Her 
work seems to have been accomplished by mysterious entities 
which she names by turn “the medical organisations,” or else 
“they,” or, in cases of extreme necessity, “we.” The discovery 
of radium itself is dissimulated among “the new radiations 
revealed to us by science at the end of the nineteenth century.” 
And when she is compelled to speak of herself, Mme Curie 

attempts to merge into the nameless crowd: 
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Ha\dng wished, like so many others, to put mvself at 
service of Ac national defence during Ac yms“?favt i« 
traversed, I was at once directed toward radiology. 


One detail, just the same, proves to us that Marie was con- 
scious of having helped France as best she could. She had 
forinerly refused—and later was to refuse again—the cross of the 
Legion of Honour. But her intimate friends know that if she 
had been proposed for the rank of chevalier in 1918 aj a soldier* 
she would have accepted this and no other ribbon. 

This slight departure from her principles was spared her. A 
great many “ladies” received decorations and rosettes. She was 
given nothing. After some weeks, the part she had played in the 
great drama was eifaced from all memories. And in spite of 
services which had been somewhat exceptional, nobody 

dreamed of pinning the little cross of a soldier on Mme Curie’s 

dress, 

UBUketheeSrd^*^® field of battle i, 



CHAPTER XXII 


Peace—Holidays at Larcouest 


T he world found its calm again. Marie^ with a confi¬ 
dence and hope which were to grow weaker and 
weaker, followed from afar the labours of those who 
were organising the peace. 

Very naturally, this idealist was bound to be attracted by the 
Wilsonian doctrines and to have faith in the League of Nations. 
She obstinately sought remedies for the barbarity of the peoples 
and dreamed of a treaty which would truly eSace rancour and 
hatred. '‘Either the Germans must be exterminated to the last 
man, which I could scarcely advocate,” she sometimes said, "or 
else they must be given a peace which they can endure.” 

Relations between the scientists of the conquered and the 
conquering countries were resumed. Mme Curie showed a 
sincere will to forget the recent straggle. At the same time she 
refirained from the premature manifestations of firatemity and 
enthusiasm in which some of her colleagues engaged. She was 
inclined to ask, before she would see a German physicist: "Did 
he sign the Manifesto of the Ninety-Three?” If he did, she 
would be polite and no more. If not, she was more firiendly, 
and talked fireely of science with her confir^re as if the war had 
not taken place. 

This fact, of only temporary consequence, illustrates Marie’s 
very high idea of the role and duties of intellectuals in times of 
trouble. She did not think that great minds could remain 
"above the battle”; for four years she had served France loyally, 
she had saved human lives. But there were certain acts in which 
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she could not acknowledge the intellectuals’ right to compHcity. 
Mme Curie blamed the writers and scientists of beyond the 
Rhine for signing the Manifesto, just as, later on, she was to 
blame the Russian scientists who publicly approved the proce¬ 
dure of the Soviet police: an intellectual betrayed his inission 
if he was not the most constant defender of civilisation and 
freedom of thought. 

IS^arie had become neither a war-monger nor a partisan by 
taking her part in the great struggle. It is a pure scientist that 
we find, in 1919, at the head of her laboratory. 

She had looked forward with fervour to the moment when the 
buildings in the Rue Pierre Curie would hum with activity. Her 
first care was not to spoil the exceptional work accomplished 
during the war: the service of emanations, the distribution of 
“active” little tubes to the hospitals, continued under the direc¬ 
tion of Dr. Regaud, who had taken possession of the biological 
building again on demobilisation. In the physical section, Mme 
Curie and her fellow-workers applied themselves to the experi¬ 
ments interrupted in 1914 and began some new ones. 

^ A more normal life allowed the ageing woman to give more 
time to the future of Irtee and Eve—two sturdy girls, bigger 
than she was. The elder, a student of twenty-one, calm and 
marvellously balanced, had never hesitated for an instant over 
her vocation: she would be a physicist, and she wanted, very 
definitely, to study radium. The fame and the achievement of 
her parents neither discouraged nor intimidated her. With a 
simplicity and naturalness worthy of admiration, Ir^ne Curie 
set out on the road that had been followed by Pierre and Marie. 
She did not ask whether her career would be as brilliant as her 
mother s or not; she did not feel oppressed by a name too great. 
Her sincere love of science, her gifts, inspired in her only one 
ambition: to work for ever in that laboratory which she had 
seen go up, and in which, as early as 1918, she had been named 
assistant.* 

Marie’s personal experience and the happy example of Irfene 

dUigui —another laboratory position without an exact equiva¬ 
lent m Enghsh or American practice. 
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j made it too easy for her to believe that young creatures can find 

I their direction in the labyrinth of life without trouble. She was 

disconcerted by Eve’s anguish, her veering and tacking about, 
t A noble and excessive respect for the freewiU of the young, an 

I over-estimate of their wisdom, kept her from exercising her 

I authority upon this adolescent. She would have liked Eve, well 

I gifted in science, to become a doctor and to study the medical 

applications of radium. Nevertheless, she did not impose that 
course upon the child. With tireless sympathy she supported 
j each of her daughter’s capricious plans in turn, rqoiced to see 

I her studying music, and left the choice of her teachers and her 

methods of work to herself. . . . She was bestowing too much 
freedom upon a being undermined by doubt, who would have 
done better to obey firm indications. How could she perceive 
her error, she who had been led to her destiny, in spite of 
immense obstacles, by the infallible instinct of genius? 

Her tenderness was to watch to the very end over these very 
different daughters whom she had brought into the world, 
without ever showing a preference between them. Irene and 
Eve were to find in her, in aU circumstances of their lives, a 
protector and an ardent ally. Later on, when Irme was married 
and had children in her turn, Marie was to surround the two 
generations with her loving care: 

Marie to Irine and Frederic Joliot-Curie^ Decemher 2Qthy 1928: 

My dear children,—I send you my best wishes for a happy 
I New Year—that is to say, a year of good health, good humour 

and good work, a year in which you will have pleasure in living 
every day, without waiting for the days to be gone before 
finding charm in them, and without putting aU hope of pleasure 
in the days to come. The older one gets the more one feels that 
the present must be enjoyed: it is a precious gift, comparable 
to a state of grace. 

I am thinldTi g of your little Helene, and forming wishes for 
her happiness. It is so moving to see the evolution of this little 
creature who expects everything from you with unlimited 
confidence, and who certaiidy believes that you can interpose 




324 


MADAME CURIE 


between her and all suffering. One day she will know that vour 
power does not extend so far-nevertheless one could wish to 
1 ^ able to do that for one’s children. At the very least one owes 
them eve^ effort to give them good health, a peaceful and 
serene cMdhood in surroundings of affection, in which their 
fine confidence will last as long as possible. 


Marie to her daughters, September ^rd, 1919: 

‘ V ‘i 3 opening before 

us. I think also of each of you, and of the sweetness, joys and 

cares you give me. You are in all truth a great fortune to me 
and I hope life still holds for me a few good years of existence 
in common with you. 


Wiether it was that her health had grown better after the 
exhausting years of the war, or that the appeasement of age was 
beginning, Marie became more serene after her fiftieth year. 
The grip of sorrow and illness was relaxed and the torments of 
old were deadened by time: Marie did not find her happiness 
again, but she learned to love the little joys of daily life. Irtee 
and Eve, who had grown up in the shadow of a woman for ever 
struggling against illness, discovered a new companion now, 
with an older face but a younger heart and body. Ir^ne, an 
mdefatigable sportswoman, encouraged her mother to imitate 
her e^loits, took long excursions on foot with her, and carried 
her off to skate, to ride horseback, and even to ski a little. 

In the summer Marie joined her daughters in Brittany. In 
the village of Larcouest, in a part of the country undisturbed by 
therolgar crowd, the three friends passed enchanted holidays. 
_ . population of this hamlet on the Channel coast near 
Paimpol was composed entirely of sailors, peasants and of pro- 
lessors at the Sorbonne. The discovery of Larcouest by the his- 
tonan Charles Seignobos and the biologist Louis Lapique in 
lags assumed the importance of Christopher Columbus’s first 
journey to the group of university people. Mme Curie, a late¬ 
comer in this colony of learned men which a witty journalist was 
to mckname “Port Science,” lived at first in the house of one of 
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the villagers, then rented a villa and finally bought one. She 
had chosen the most isolated and windswept place on the moor, 
dominating a tranquil sea dotted with innumerable large or tiny 
islands which kept the waves of the open sea from approaching 
the coast. She had a love for lighthouses; the summer dwellings 
she rented and those which she was later to build all looked 
alike: a narrow house on a big field, rooms badly arranged, 
almost poorly furnished—and a sublime view. 

The rare passers-by whom Marie met every morning—stoop¬ 
shouldered Breton women, slow-moving peasants, children 
whose smiles showed spoiled teeth—^pronounced a sonorous 
‘‘Bonjour, Madame Cu-fi-urie,’’ in which the Breton accent 
made the syllables drag. And—oh, miracle!—^Marie, without 
attempting to run away, smiled and answered in the same tone: 
‘‘Bonjour, Madame Le Goff. . . • Bonjour, Monsieur Quintin,** 
or simply ‘"^bonjour” if, to her shame, she did not recognise her 
interlocutor. It is only after due consideration that the natives 
of a village accord these tranquil greetings, from equal to equal, 
in which there is neither indiscretion nor curiosity, but friend¬ 
ship alone. The mark of esteem had not come to Marie because 
of radium or because ‘‘her name was in the papers.’’ She had 
been judged worthy of it after two or three seasons, when the 
women with their hair tight drawn under pointed white caps 
had recognised in her one of their own, a peasant. 

Mme Curie’s house was only a dwelling like all others. The 
house in Larcou&t that really counted, the centre of the colony, 
the palace of fashion, was a low, thatched cottage dressed to 
the roof in Virginia creeper, passion flowers and giant fuchsia. 
The cottage was called, in Breton, Taschen-Vihan: “the little 
orchard.” Taschen possessed a sloping garden in which the 
flowers, planted without apparent design, formed long rows of 
bursting colour. Except when the east wind blew, the door of 
the house was always wide open. There dwelt a young sorcerer 
of seventy, Charles Seignobos, professor of history at the 
Sorbonne. He was a very small, very active old man, a trifle 
humpbacked, perpetually dressed in a suit of white flannel with 
thin black lines, patched and discoloured. The people of the 
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country caUed him “Monsieur Seigno” and his friends called 
him “Captain.” Words cannot indicate the charming devotion 
of winch he was the object, nor, above all, by what charac¬ 
teristics of his nature he had deserved the veneration, tenderness 
and comradeship that surrounded him. This elderly bachelor 
had always had all men’s friendship, and more wives than 
any pasha: thirty, forty companions, of ages from two to 
eighty. . . . 

Marie went down to Taschen by a steep trail dominating the 
bay of Launay. Some fifteen initiates were already collected in 
front of the house, dawdling as they waited for the daily 
embarkation for the islands. The appearance of Mme Curie 
aroused no emotion in this assembly, which was a sort of cross 
between a convoy of emigrants and a troupe of gipsies. Charles 
Seignobos, whose charming eyes were concealed behind the 
glasses of the near-sighted, saluted her with crusty friendhness: 
“Ah!^ Here’s Madame Curie! Bonjour, bonjomr!” A few other 
“bonjours” echoed, and Marie, sitting down on the ground, took 
her place in the circle. 

She wore a hat of washed-out linen, an old skirt and the 
indestructible swanskin pea-jacket which the woman “tailor” of 
the village, Elisa Leff, made according to a model which was 
the same for men and women, scientists and fishermen. Her 
feet were bare, in sandals. She placed in front of her a bag like 
fifteen other bags scattered about the grass, swollen with her 
bath-robe and bathing suit. 

A reporter suddenly finding himself in the midst of the 
peaceful group would have been oveijoyed. He would have 
had to take great care not to step on some member of the 
Institute of France, lazily stretched out on the ground, or not 
to kick a Nobel Prize winner. Intellect was abundantly 
represented. ... If you wanted to talk physics there were 
Jean Perrin, Marie Curie, Andre Debierne, Victor Auger. 
Mathematics, intepal calculus? Apply to fimile Borel, draped 
in his bath-robe like a Roman emperor in his toga. Biology, 
astrophysics? Louis Lapique or Charles Maurain could answer 
you. And as for the enchanter, Charles Seignobos, the 
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numerous children of the colony whispered to each other in 
terror that he ^‘knew all his history.’’ . , . 

But the miraculous tiling about this assembly of scholars was 
that nobody ever talked physics, history, biology or mathe¬ 
matics. Respect, hierarchies and even the conventions of 
politeness were forgotten here. Here, humanity was no longer 
divided into pontiffs and disciples, old and young: it was com¬ 
posed of exactly four categories of individuals. These were: the 
‘‘philistines,” the uninitiate strangers who strayed into the clan 
and had to be expelled as soon as possible; the '^elephants,” who 
were friends without great gifts for a nautical life, tolerated but 
made the victims of endless jokes; and then the Larcouestians 
who were worthy of that name, the /'sailors.” Last of ah came 
the super-sailors, technical experts on the currents in the bay, 
virtuosi of the crawl and of the rudder, denominated ^'croco¬ 
diles.” Mme Curie, who had never been a "philistine,” could 
hardly hope to attain the title of "crocodile.” She had become a 
"sailor” after a short term as "elephant.’"’ 

Charles Seignobos counted his flock and gave the signal for 
departure. From the flotilla anchored near the shore—two sail¬ 
boats and five or six rowboats—^Eve Curie and Jean Maurain, 
the cabin boys on duty, had detached this morning’s choice, the 
"big boat” and the "English boat,” and had sculled them 
alongside, where the capriciously cut rocks served as a natural 
landing place. The troop of navigators was already on the bank. 
Seignobos, in his abrupt, gay and sarcastic voice, cried out: "All 
aboard! All aboard!” And, as the boats filled with passengers: 
"Which is the first crew? I’ll row stroke! Madame Curie will 
row bow, Perrin and Borel go to the oars, and Francis mil 
Steer.” 

These orders, which would have left many intellectuals per¬ 
plexed, were immediately followed. Four oarsmen—all four 
professors at the Sorbonne and celebrities—settled themselves 
on the banks and waited submissively for the orders of young 
Francis Perrin, the omnipotent master on board, since he was at 
the tiller. Charles Seignobos gave the first stroke and indi¬ 
cated the rhythm to his crew. Behind him, Jean Perrin pulled 
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on Ms oar with such force that he made the boat swirl aronnH 
Emile Borel was beMnd Perrin, and bcMnd Borel, in the bow 
was Mane Curie. 

The wMte-and-green boat advanced regularly across the 
sunny sea. Severe but just criticisms by the young coxswain 
broke the silence: “Number two is slacking!” (Emile Borel tried 
to deny his fault, but soon resigned himself, and, forgetting his 
laziness, pulled harder at the oar.) “Bow is not folloLg 
stroke. (Mane Curie, confused, corrected her error and 
applied herself to the rhythm.) “ 

Mme Charles Ma.urain’s beautiful, warm voice started the 
first notes of a rowing song,” soon taken up in chorus by the 
passengers packed in behind: ^ 


'‘My father had a house built 
{Pull, pull on your oars!) 

By eighty young masons . . 


A light north-west wind—the wind for fine weather—carried 
the slow, cadenced melody toward the second boat, which had 
made headway and could be seen on the other side of the bay. 
I he oarsmen in the English boat in their turn set up a chant 
one of those three or four hundred old songs which formed the 
colony s repertory, and wMch Charles Seignpbos taught to each 
new generation of Larcouestians. 

T brought the big boat to the point of 

The helmsman consulted Ms watch and cried: 
the rehef. He did not care whether the oarsmen were 
tired or not, but the regulation ten minutes had passed 
since the start, and Marie Curie, Perrin, Borel and Seig- 
nobos gave up their places to four other members of the 
higher educational system. A new crew was needed to 
cut across the violent current in the channel and reach 
och Vras, the big violet-coloured rock, the deserted island 


* "Mon pfere a fait batii maison 
g.irons done sur nos avironsi) 

Par quatre-vingt jeunes masons . , 
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where, nearly every morning, the Larcouestians came to bathe. 

The men undressed near the empty boats, on the beach 
covered with brown seaweed, the women in a corner carpeted 
with slick, rubbery weeds, which had been called “the ladies* 
cabin** since the beginning. Marie reappeared among the first, 
in her black bathing suit, and made for the sea. The bank was 
steep, and no sooner had one plunged into the water than one 
was out of one*s depth. 

The picture of Marie Curie swimming at Roch Vras in that 
cool deep water of ideal purity and transparence is one of the 
most delightful memories I have of my mother. She did not 
practise the “crawl** her daughters and their comrades loved. 
Methodically trained by Irene and Eve, she had learned an 
overarm stroke in good style. Her innate elegance and grace 
had done the rest. You forgot her grey hair, hidden under the 
bathing cap, and her wrinkled face, in admiring the slim, 
supple body, the pretty white arms and the lively, charming 
gestures of a young girl. 

Mme Curie was extremely proud of her agility and of her 
aquatic talents; between her colleagues at the Sorbonne and 
herself there existed a concealed rivalry in sport. Marie 
observed scientists and their wives, in the little cove of Roch 
Vras, who swam with a respectable overhand stroke, or who 
floated in one place, flopping desperately, powerless to advance. 
She implacably counted the distances covered by her adver¬ 
saries, and, without ever openly proposing a race, she put 
herself in training to break the records of speed and distance 
held by the university teaching body. Her daughters were at 
the same time her teachers and her confidants: 

“I think I can swim better than Monsieur Borel,** Marie 
sometimes remarked. 

“Oh, a lot better. Me. There isn’t any comparison!** 

“Jean Perrin gave a fine performance to-day. But I’d been 
farmer than that yesterday, do you remember?** 

“I saw you. It was very good. You’ve made great progress 
since last year.” 

She adored these compliments, which she knew to be sincere. 
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At more than fifty years of age, she was one of the best swimmers 

of her generation. 

After her swim she would warm herself in the sun, eating a 
bit of dry bread as she waited for the moment to go back. She 
made little happy exclamations: “Plow good it is!” Or else 
before the thrilling picture of rocks, sky and water: “How 
beautiful! Such brief judgments were the only comments upon 
Larcouest that its colonists would tolerate. It was so well under¬ 
stood that this was the most delightful place in the world, that 
the sea was bluer here—yes, blue, as blue as in the Mediter¬ 
ranean—and more hospitable, more varied than anywhere else 
that nobody ever spoke of it, any more than one could have 
spoken of the scientific genius of the notable Larcouestians 
Only “pliilistines” would wax lyrical over these subjects, and 
that not for long in the face of the general irony. 

Noon: The tide ebbed and the boats navigated prudently 
by the “Anterren channel” between blocks of weeds that 
looked like wet pastures. For the thousandth time the pas¬ 
sengers noted the exact spot where the same boat, coming 
back from the same trip, had been caught by the ebb tide and 
marooned for four hours while its famished crew explored the 
deserted weeds in the hope of finding smelts or shellfish. Song 
succeeded song, relief followed relief. Here at last, below the 
house of Taschen, was the shore, the landing place—or rather 
the bank of seaweed which served as landing place at low tide. 
Feet^ and legs bare, sandals and bath-robe brandished aloft, 
Marie lifted her skirt and made her way bravely toward dry 
land through a black, smelly ooze in which she sank above the 
ankles. Any Larcouestian who, through deference for her age, 
should have offered her help or asked to carry her bag, would 
have provoked her astonishment and disapproval. Nobody 
helped anybody here, and Article i of the law of the clan 
enjoined: “Take care of yourself!” 

The sailors separated and went to lunch. At two o’clock they 
would meet again at Taschen for the daily trip on the Eglantine, 
me white-sailed yacht without which Larcouest would not be 
Larcouest. Mme Curie, this time, failed to answer the call. The 
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idleness of a sailing boat wearied her. Alone in her lighthouses 
deserted by her daughters, she would correct some scientific 
publication or else, getting out her tools, her spade and her 
pruning scissors, she would work in the garden. From these 
combats with gorse and briars, these mysterious planta¬ 
tion labours, she emerged scratched until the blood came, her 
legs striped with cuts, her hands earthy and full of thorns. It 
was a lucky day when the damage was no worse. Irene and 
Eve sometimes found their enterprising mother with a sprained 
ankle or a finger half crushed by a misdirected blow of the 
hammer. 

Toward six o’clock Marie went down the landing for a second 
bath and then, dressed again, she would go into Taschen by the 
ever-open door. In an arm-chair, behind the wide window 
which gaive on the bay, was seated a very old, very witty and 
very pretty woman, Mme MariUier. She lived in the house and, 
from this place, watched every evening for the navigators’ 
return. Marie waited with her until the sails of Eglmtim 
appeared on the paling sea gilded by the setting sun. After the 
work of disembarkation the troop of passengers climbed up the 
rail. There were Irene and Eve, with bronzed arms, in their 
cheap little dresses, their hair ornamented by red pinks from 
the garden which Charles Siegnobos, according to an unalter¬ 
able tradition, had given them before the trip started. Their 
shining glances spoke of the intoxication of an excursion to the 
mouth of the Trieux or to the isle of Modez, where the short 
grass incited to exhausting games of prisoner’s base. Everybody, 
even the seventy-year-old captain, took part in this game, in 
which diplomas and Nobel prizes counted for nothing. 
Scientists who were swift kept all their prestige, but the less 
agile ones had to endure the condescension of the ^leaders” on 
each side and, in the exchange of prisoners, were treated like 
a rabble of slaves. 

These customs of children or savages, living half-n^ed in the 
water and the wind, were later to become the fashion and to 
intoxicate all classes from the richest to the poorest. But in those 
years just after the war they aroused the shocked criticisms of 
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the uninitiate. In advance of the fashion by some fifteen years 
we discovered beach life, swimming races, sun-bathing, camp¬ 
ing out on deserted islands, the tranquil immodesty of sport. 
Little thought was given to appearance: a bathing suit a 
hundred times mended, a pea-jacket, two pairs of sandals, and 
two or three cotton dresses made at home, formed the summer 
wardrobe of Irfene and Eve. Later on, in a decadent Larcouest 
invaded by “philistines” and—oh, horror!—^robbed of its poetry 
by belching motor-boats, coquetry was to make its first 
appearance. 

After dinner Mme Curie, wrapped in a shaggy monk’s cloak 
that she had owned for fifteen or twenty years, strode up and 
down, arm-in-arm with her daughters. By dark trails the three 
figures reached Taschen—always Taschen! In the common 
room, for the third time in the day, the Larcouestians were 
assembled. They were playing “letters” around the big table. 
Marie, one of the cleverest at forming complicated words with 
paper letters drawn from a sack, was rated as a champion: the 
others quarrelled over which side should claim her. Other 
colonists, grouped around the paraffin lamps, read or played 
draughts. 

On gda days, amateur actor-authors played charades, songs 
with action, and revues in which the heroic events of the season 
were celebrated: an exciting race between two rival crews; the 
dangerous transportation of an enormous rock which had ob¬ 
structed the landing place—an operation on a big scale, carried 
out by a body of highly excited technical experts; the misdeeds 
of the east wind, reviled by all; a tragic-comic shipwreck; the 
crimes of a ghostly badger, periodically accused of devastating 
the kitchen garden at Taschen. ... 

How is one to suggest the unique charm made of light, of 
songs, childish laughter, fine silences, of a free and uncon- 
strdned comradeship between young people and their elders? 
This existence in which hardly anything ever happened, which 
Cost almost nothing, and in which every day was like the day 
before, was to leave the richest of memories to Marie Curie and 
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her daughters. In spite of the simplicity of the setting, it was 
always to represent to them the last word in luxury. No 
milli onaire, on any beach, has been able to make the ocean 
yield up pleasures more vivid, rarer or more delicate than the 
clear-eyed sportsmen of the Sorbonne did in this comer of 
Brittany. And since the setting for the adventure was only a 
charming village—charming like a great many others, no doubt 
—^the merit of the striking success must be attributed to the 
scientists who met there every year. 

Several times, in writing this biography, I have asked myself 
if the reader, thinking of other things he has read, will not stop 
to murmur, with a smile of irony: “Lord, what ‘nice people’ they 
all are! What candid hearts, what sympathy and confidence!” 

Well, yes. “Sympathetic characters” abound in this story. It 
is not my fault: they existed, and just as I have tried to depict 
them. Marie’s companions, from those who witnessed her birth 
to the friends of her last days, would furnish very poor subjects 
for analysis to our novelists with their liking for dark colours. 
Strange, abnormal families, these Sklodovskis and Curies, in 
which parents and children did not hate each other, in which 
human beings were guided by tenderness, in which nobody 
listened at doors or dreamed of treacheries and inheritances, in 
which nobody murdered anybody—^in which everybody was, in 
fact, perfectly honest! Strange circles, these groups of French 
and Polish university people, imperfect like all human groups, 
but devoted to one ideal which was never to be altered by 
bitterness or perfidy. ... 

I have spread the trump card of our Breton happiness upon 
the table. Perhaps shoulders may be shrugged at the thought 
that neither snobbishness nor quarrels ever secretly animated 
these enchanted summers. At Larcouest the most penetrating 
observer would have been quite incapable of distinguishing the 
great scientist fi-om the modest research worker, the rich man 
from the poor. Never once, in the sxm and waves of Brittany, 
didihearanybodyspeakofmoney. Our elder, Charles Seignobos, 
set us the finest example: without proclaiming himself the 
champion of theories or of doctrines, this liberal old man 
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had made his property the property of us all. The house with 
the open door, the yacht Eglantine^ the rowing boats all 
belonged to him and still belong to him, but nobody is less their 
proprietor than himself. And when there was a dance in his 
dwelling, lighted by fluted paper lamps with candles inside, and 
the accordion played polkas, lancers and Breton peasant dances 
the whirling couples were mixed without distinction of servants 
and employers, members of the Institute of France and the 
daughters of farmers, Breton sailors and Parisiennes. 

Our mother was a silent witness of these festivals. Her friends 
who knew the vulnerable point of her timid character, so 
reserved and almost severe to approach, never failed to tell*her 
that Irfene danced well or that Eve had on a pretty dress. And 
then suddenly, on the worn face of Marie Curie, there would 
appear an ingenuous and exquisite smile of pride. 



CHAPTER XXIII 


America 


O NE morning in May, 1920, a lady was usliered into the 
tiny waiting-room of the Institute of Radium. She was 
called Mrs. William Brown Meloney, and she edited a 
great magazine in New York. It was impossible to see her as a 
business woman: she was small, very frail, almost an invalid; 
a childhood accident had made her slightly Jame. She had 
grey hair and immense, poetic black eyes set in a lovely pale 
face. Tremb lin g, she asked the servant who opened the door 
if Mme Curie had not forgotten the appointment with her. 

She had been waiting for this appointment for years. Mrs. 
Meloney was one of those beings, more and more numerous, 
whose imaginations were exalted by the life and work of Marie 
Curie. The scientist represented the highest vision of woman¬ 
hood to her. And, as this American idealist was at the same 
time a great reporter, she made determined efforts to draw near 

to her idol. . . 

After several unanswered requests for an interview, Mrs. 
Meloney had sent Marie, through a scientist they both knew 
a fi nal letter of appeal containing the following words; _ 

“My father, who was a medical man, used to say that it was 
impossible to exaggerate the unimportance of people. But you 
have been important to me for twenty years, and I want to 

see you for a few minutes.” 

The next morning Marie received her at the laboratory. 

Mrs. Meloney afterwards wrote;* 

» In her preface to the American edition of Mme Curie’s brief biography, 

Pierre Curie. 
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The door opened and I saw a pale, timid littie woman in a 
Wack cotton dress, with the saddest face I had ever looked upon 
Her kind, patient, beautiful face had the detached expression 
of a scholar. Suddenly I felt like an intruder. 

My timidity exceeded her own. I had been a trained interro- 
^tor for twenty years, but I could not ask a single question of 
this gentle woman in a black cotton dress. I tried to explain 
that American women were interested in her great work 
and found myself apologising for intruding upon her precious 

fame. To put me at my ease Mme Curie began to talk about 
America. 

America, she said, “has about fifty grammes of radium. 
Four of them are in Baltimore, six in Denver, seven in New 
York.” She went on, naming the location of every grain 

“And in France?” I asked. 

^^My laboratory has hardly more than a gramme.” 

“You have only a gramme?” 

I? Oh, I have none. It belongs to my laboratory.” 

. . . I suggested royalties on her patents. The revenue from 
such patents should have made her a very rich woman 
Quietly, she said: 

“Radium was not to enrich anyone. Radium is an element. 
It belongs to all people.” 

“If you had the whole world to choose from,” I asked 
impulsively, “what would you take?” 

It was a silly question perhaps, but, as it happened, a fateful 
one. 

• That week I learned that the market price of a gramme 
of radium was one hundred thousand dollars. I also learned 
that _Mme Curie’s laboratory, although practically a new 
budding, was without sufficient equipment; that the radium 
held there was used only for cancer treatment. 

The surprise, the amazement of this cultivated American 
woman must have been extreme. Mrs. Meloney knew the 
^werful laboratories of the United States from having visited 
them-above aU that of Edison, like a palace. After such 
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grandiose establishments the Radium Institute, new and decent, 
but bruit on the modest scale of French university buildings, 
seemed very poor. Mrs. Meloney also knew the Pittsburgh 
factories where the radium ores were treated in mass. She 
remembered their plumes of black smoke and their long lines 
of cars laden with the carnotite which contained the precious 
matter. ... 

. Here, in Paris, in a badly furnished office, face to face with 
the woman who had discovered radium, she asked: “What 
would you like to possess most?” And Mme Curie replied 
gently: “I need a gramme of radium to continue my researches, 
but I cannot buy it: radium is too dear for me.” 

Mrs. Meloney conceived of a magnificent plan: she wanted 
her compatriots to offer a gramme of radium to Marie Curie. 
On her return to New York she tried to persuade ten very rich 
women to give ten thousand dollars each to buy this present, 
but without success: she found only three Lady Bounti&ls 
disposed to make such a gift. “But why look for ten rich 
women?” she then said to herself. “Why not organise a 
subscription among all the women of America, rich and poor? 

Nothing is impossible in the United States. Mrs. Meloney 
formed a committee whose active members were Mrs. William 
Vaughan Moody, Mrs. Robert G. Mead, Mrs. Nicholas F. 
Brady, and Drs. Robert Abbe and Francis Carter Wood. They 
launched a national campaign for the Marie Curie Radium 
Fund in all the cities of the New World, and less than a year 
after her visit to the **woman in the black cotton drras, Mrs. 
Meloney wrote to Mme Curie: “The money has been found, 

the radiiun is yours.” ; _ _ 

The generous American women offered Marie Curie inestun- 
able help; but in exchange they asked her gently, amicably: 
“Why should you not come to see us? We want to know you.” 

Marie hesitated. She had always fled from the crowd The 
trials and display of a visit to America, to the one country in the 
world which most thirsted after publicity, terrified her. 

Mrs. Meloney insisted and swept her objections away one 
by one. 
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‘You say you don’t want to leave your daughters? We invitp 
your daughters too. Ceremonies tire you? We shall draw un 
tie most reasonable and limited programme of receptions^ 
Gome. We shall make it a fine journey for you, and the gramme 
of radium will be solemnly presented to you at the White House 
by the President of the United States in person ” 

Mme Curie was touched. To collect her gramme of radium 
and to thank America for it she conquered her fears and 
accepted for the first time in her life, at the age of fifty-four 
the obligations of a great official journey. ’ 

Her daughters, delighted with the adventure, made their 
preparations for departure. Eve made her mother buy a dress 
or two and persuaded her to leave her favourite costumes in 
aris the most worn and faded ones. Everybody around Mme 
Curie was excited. The newspapers described the cere¬ 
monies which awaited Marie on the other side of the Atlantic 
and the public authorities wondered what distinctions they 
could bestow upon the scientist so that she might arrive in the 
Umted States with official titles worthy of her great reputation. 
It was hardly comprehensible to Americans that Mme Curie 
should not be part of the Academy of Sciences of Paris. It was 
^rprising that she did not have the cross of the Legion of 
Honour. . The cross of the Legion was quickly offered to 
tier, but for the second time she refused it. She was later on to 
ask that the rank of chevalier be accorded to Mrs. Meloney. 

On the imtiative of the periodical jfe Sais Tout a farewell 
^lebration was given in Marie’s honour at the Paris Grand 

Opdra on April 27th, 1921, for the benefit of the Radium 
Institute. 

L6on Bdrard, Professor Jean Perrin and Dr. Claude Regaud 
made speeches, and afterward a programme was performed by 
me illustnous actors and musicians whom Sacha Guitry, the 
organiser of the fete, had got together: Sarah Bernhardt, then 

aged and infirm, and Lucien Guitry associated themselves in 
this tribute. 

Some days later Mme Curie was on board the Olympic. Her 
two daughters were travelling with her. For the three women, 
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for all their clothing, one trunk suflaced; but they occupied the 
most sumptuous apartment on the ship. Marie appreciated its 
comfort; nevertheless she made the instinctive grimace of a 
distrustful peasant before over-luxurious furniture and over¬ 
complicated food. Locked in her stateroom to escape those 
who would not leave her alone, she tried to forget her ofl&cial 
mission by calling up the humble, peaceful memory of her 
ordinary life: 

Mme Curie to Mme Jean Ferrin, May loth, 1921: 

Dear Henriette,-^ 

I found your sweet letter on board, and it did me good, for 
it is not without apprehension that I have left France to go on 
this distant frolic, so little suited to my taste and habits. 

I didn’t like the crossing; the sea was gloomy, dark and 
turbulent. Without being sick, I was dizzy, and I stayed in 
my cabin most of the time. My daughters seein to be very 
contented. Mrs. Meloney, who is travelling with us, does 
everything she can to get friendly with them. She is as amiable 
and as kind as it is possible to be. 

... I ttii'nV of Larcouest, of the good time we shall soon be 
having there with our friends, of the garden where you will 
come to spend a few peaceful hours, and of the sweet blue sea 
that we both love, which is more hospitable than this cold, 
taciturn ocean. I am thinHng, too, of the child your daughter 
expects, who will be the youngest member of our group of 
friends, the first of the new generation. After this one, I hope, 
there will be bom a great many more children of our 
children. . . . 

New York, delicate, bold and ravishing, appeared through a 
haze of fine weather. Mrs. Meloney, who had crossed with the 
Curie family, came to warn Marie that the journalists, photo¬ 
graphers and cinema operators were waiting for her. An enor¬ 
mous mob, massed upon the landing pier, was on the watch tor 
the scientist’s arrival. These coTmtless curious ones were to 
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paw the ground for five hours before they saw her whom fT, 
newspapers, in giant headlines, were calliLZ ^ 

the human race." Battalions of Girl Scouts and schooTJdfru 
be distinguished, and a delegation of thro e hnnri ^ 

arS”chtv'’°H ^ a b« 

arm-cliair. Her hat and handbacf were taken i. ^ 

iSrSc^'r" twTway' 

astonished and tired face. ''m-c-rde upon that 

Ir^ne and Eve served as bodyguard throughout these ex 
hausting and fascinating weeks. The two girl were not able 
to form a very clear idea of the United StLIs frorthe 
journeys in a private car, dinners for five hundred neonle ihe 

ana more calm are needed before the charm of such a ^reat 

navf ^orica: but in compensation it 

ga™ them eertatn rwelations on their own mother. . . . 

ha??el f'o day in the shadows 

enirr^^ f^el^T" “ ^’rance: the patient 

and even succeeded in convindng her compatriots, 

Nw“oK u *' *“0 of their amival in 

discovered all »t n 'i' reahty appeared: trine and Eve 

hS dwSstved ' *0 they 

uau always lived meant to the world 

neSSSf ““B, every article in the 

her theAmeriraW v. message; even before knowing 

tier, the Amencans had surrounded Mme Curie with an almost 



AMERICA 341 

religious devotion and had placed her in the first rank of living 
men and women. Now that she was here among them, thou¬ 
sands of beings were subjected to the “Simple Charm of Tired 
Visitor,” and felt the pangs of love at first sight for the “Just 
Timid Little Woman,” the “Plainly Dressed Scientist.” 

I cannot dream of pretending to define the soid of a people, 
and—it goes without saying—I do not judge America by its 
newspaper headlines. Just the same, the irrepressible rush of 
enthusiasm with which the men and women of the United 
States welcomed Marie Curie was not without its profoimd 
meaning. The Latin peoples ^ant the v^ericans practical 
genius, but at the same time, by singular vanity, reserve to them¬ 
selves a monopoly regarding idealism, sensibility and the dream 
world. Nevertheless it was a wave of idealism that broke at the 
feet of Marie Curie. A Mme Curie sure of herself, haughty, 
enriched by her scientific discoveries might perhaps have pro¬ 
voked curiosity in the United States; hut she would not have 
aroused this collective tenderness. Above and beyond the 
frightened scientist, the Americans were acclaiming an attitude 
to life which moved them deeply: the scorn for gain, devotion 
to an intellectual passion, and the desire to serve. 

In Mrs. Meloney’s apartment, overflowing with flowers—a 
horticulturist who had been cured of cancer by radiurn had 
been lovingly at work for two months growing the magnificent 
roses he now sent Marie—a council of war drew up the pro¬ 
gramme for the journey. All the cities, afl the colleges and all 
the universities of America had invited Mme Cune to visit them. 
Medals, honorary titles, and doctorates honoris causa were 
awaiting her by the dozen. ... -aT 

^‘Naturally you’ve brought your cap aud gown* 
Meloney asked. “They are indispensable for these ceremoni^.” 

Marie’s innocent smile provoked general consternation. She 
had not brought a university gown, for the excellent reason that 
she had never owned one. The masters of the Sorbome are 
obliged to have a gown, but Mme Curie, the only professor ot 
her sex, had left the pleasures of ordering such dress to the 
gentlemen. 
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A tailor, called in without delay, hastily ran up the maiVctir 
vestment of black silk with velvet facings on which were to be 
placed the brilliant hoods which accompany the doctor’s dcCTee 
When she tried it on Marie grew agitated, snorted impatiently' 
asserted that the sleeves embarrassed her, that the stuff was too 
hot and above all that the silk irritated her poor fingers 
ruined by radium. ^ ® ^ > 

..Sr" ^7 everything was ready. After a luncheon 

at Mrs. Andrew Carnegie’s and a rapid tour of New York, Mme 

Curie, Mrs. Meloney, Ir^ne and Eve departed on their meteoric 
journey. 

Wbte-robed prls in line along the sunny roads; girls running 
by the thousand across gras.sy slopes to meet Mme Curie’s car¬ 
riage; girls waving flags and flowers, girls on parade, cheering 
singing in chorus. . . . such was the dazzling vision of the 
first days devoted to the women’s colleges. Smith, Vassar, Bryn 
Mawr, Mount Holyoke. It had been a good, a very good idea 
to doiriesticate Marie Curie by introducing her first of all to an 
enmusiastic youth, to the girl students, her equals. 

I^legates from these same colleges appeared some days later 
at Carnegie Hall in New York at the huge gathering of the 
Associafion of University Women. They bowed before Marie 
and each offered.her a flower, one an “American Beauty” rose, 
and the next a lily. In the presence of American professors, the 
french and Polish ambassadors, and Ignace Paderewski, who 
had come to applaud his comrade of the old days, Mme Curie 
received titles, prizes, medals and what was then an exceptional 
distinction, the freedom of the city of New York. 

At the ceremonies on the next two days, when five hundred 
and seventy-three representatives of the American scientific 
sociepes were gathered at the Waldorf Astoria to greet her. 
Mane was already staggering with fatigue. Between the robust, 
J ‘^^“onstrative crowd and a frail woman who 
a ett the life of a convent the struggle was unequal. Marie 
was stunned by the noise and the acclamations. The staring of 
innumerable people frightened her, as did the violence with 
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which the public jostled to get a look when she passed through. 
She was vaguely afraid of being crushed in one of these terrible 
eddies. A fanatic was soon to injure her hand badly by an over- 
fervent shake, and the scientist was to complete her journey 
with one wrist bandaged and the arm in a sling—a casualty 
of fame. 

The great day arrived. “Pay Tribute to Her Work . . . 
Homage TO Genius . . . Brilliant Company at White House 
Honours Noted Woman” . . . On May 20th, in Washington, 
President Harding presented Mme Curie with her gramme of 
radium—or rather with its symbol. A lead-lined casket had 
been specially built to contain the tubes; but these tubes were so 
precious—and also so dangerous, by their radiation—that they 
had been left safe in the factory. It was a coffer containing 
“imitation radium” that was exposed on a table in the middle 
of the East Room, where the diplomats and high officials of the 
magistracy, army and navy gathered with representatives of 
the universities. 

Four o’clock. A double door opened for the entrance of the 
procession: Mrs. Harding on the arm of M. Jusserand, the 
French ambassador; Mme Curie on President Harding’s arm; 
then Mrs. Meloney, Irfene and Eve Curie, and the ladies of the 
“Marie Curie Committee.” 

The speeches began. The last was that of the President of the 
United States. He addressed himself cordially to the “noble 
creature, the devoted wife and loving mother who, aside from 
her crushing toil, had fulfilled all the duties of womanhood.^ 
He presented Marie with a roU of parchment tied with a tri¬ 
colour ribbon, and passed over her head a slight silken cord on 
which was hanging a tiny gold key: the key to the coffer. 

Marie’s brief words of gratitude were listened to relipously; 
then, in a happy rustle of commotion, the guests passed into the 
Blue Room to file in front of the scientist. Mme Curie, seated 
in a chair, smiled silently at those who, one by one, advanced 
toward her. Her daughters shook hands in her place, and pro¬ 
nounced the formulas of politeness in English, Polish or French, 
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according to the nationalities of the persons Mrs. Harding pre¬ 
sented to them. Afterwards the procession formed again Ld 
went out on to the steps, where an army of photographers 
waited. ^ 

The privileged ones who were present at this celebration and 
the journalists who proclaimed that the ‘'Discoverer of Radium Is 
Given Priceless Treasure by American Friendsf would have been 
surprised to learn that Marie Curie had got rid of her gramme of 
radium before President Harding presented it to her. On the 
eve of the ceremony, when Mrs. Meloney submitted the deed 
of gift for her approval, she read the document carefully. 
Then she said with composure: 

“This paper must be modified. The radium offered me by 
America must belong to science. So long as I am alive, it goes 
, without saying that I shall use it only for scientific work. But 
if we leave things in this state, the radium would become the 
property of private persons after my death—of my daughters. 
This is impossible. I want to make it a gift to my laboratory. 
Can we call in a lawyer?” 

“Well, yes, of course,’ ’ said Mrs. Meloney, a little taken aback. 
“If you like, we can see to these formalities next week.” 

“Not next week. Not to-morrow. To-night. The act of gift 
will soon be valid, and I may die in a few hours.” 

A man of law, discovered with some difficulty at this late 
hour, drew up the additional legal paper with Marie. She 
signed it at once. 

Before leaving the capital Mme Curie had to inaugurate the 
new low-temperature Laboratory of Mines in Washington. At 
the last moment the engineers were warned that she would be 
too tired to go down into the engine rooms, and, by quick 
improvisation, they created an ingenious arrangement for her 
use: she was to press an ordinary electric switch and all the 
motors would start at the same time. The ceremony took place 
^ scheduled. The speaker, in front of a microphone, said what 
he had to say, and then added in a loud voice: “Now Mme 
Curie will start the macluncs in this laboratory.” 



marie curie and president HARDING 

During Her Tour of the United States in 1921. 











mme ^urie in her office at the radium 

INSTITUIT in PARIS, 1925 
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There were a few seconds of waiting. The assistants made 
despairing signs at the scientist without attracting her attention. 

Marie was absorbed in the contemplation of a magnificent 
specimen of carnotite which had been offered her five minutes 
earlier, which she was turning over and over in her hands in 
order to admire it from all sides. In thought she must have been 
already choosing the exact spot, the shelf in the Radium Insti- 
^te of Paris where this very rare specimen would be placed. 

A renewed announcement from the speaker and some 
respectful digs of the elbow were necessary to bring her back 
from Paris to Washington. Embarrassed, she hastily pressed the 
magic button and thus reassured the thousands of invisible 
listeners who had been surprised by the unexpected hitch. 

Philadelphia. Honorary titles. Doctorates. Presents were 
exchanged between Mme Curie and the scientific and industrial 
notables of the city: the owner of a factory gave the scientist 
fifty milligrammes of mesothorium. The members of the 
American Philosophical Society bestowed the John Scott Medal 
on her. As a mark of gratitude, Marie presented this society 
with a ^^historic” piezoelectric quartz, made and used by her 
during her first years of research. 

She visited the radium factory in Pittsburgh, where her 
famous gramme had been isolated. Another doctor’s degree at 
the university. . . . Marie wore her university gown, which was 
becoming and comfortable, but she refused to cover her grey 
hair with the traditional mortar-board, which she thought 
hideous and accused of‘"^not staying on.” She remained bare¬ 
headed, hat in hand, in the midst of the crowd of students and 
professors crowned with their stiflF black mortar-boards. The 
most experienced coquette could not have calculated her efiect 
better. Marie had no idea of the immaterial beauty of her face 
among all these black-framed faces. 

She stiffened in order not to fall during the ceremony; she 
received bouquets, listened to speeches, hymns and choruses. 
. . . But on the next morning the news that had been feared 
was made public: Mme Curie was too weak to continue her 
journey. On the advice of her doctors, she gave up her tour in 
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the cities of the West, where the receptions arranged in her 
honour were cancelled. 

_ The American journalists, in an effervescent ma culpa, inune- 
Jately accused their country of having inflicted trials beyond 
her strength upon an aged and delicate woman. Their articles 
were charming in spontaneity and picturesqueness. 

“Too Much Hospitality,” one newspaper proclaimed in 
enormous letters. “The American women showed fine intelfib"* 
gence when they came to the aid of the scientist, but bitter critics 
might well say that we had made Mme Curie pay with her own 
flesh for our gifl, for the mere satisfaction of our pride.” In 
another paper it was boldly asserted that “any circus or variety 
manager would have offered Mme Curie much more money for 
half as much work.” Pessimists took the event tragically “We 
have already almost kiUed Marshal Jofire by our exwss of 
enthusiasm. Are we going to kill Mme Curie too?” 

Marie had been frank and unreserved with her American 
admirers and these latter had won the first round. From now 
on the organisers of the journey were to use every ruse to con¬ 
serve her strength. Mme Curie acquired the habit of getting out 
of trains by the back way and crossing the rails in order to 
awid the excited crowd that awaited her on the platform. 
When her arrival was announced at Buffalo she stopped at 
the station before—Niagara Falls—to visit the celebrated cas- 
cade in peace. It was a short respite. The reception committee 
in Buffalo had not given up hope of seeing Marie Curie. Motor 
there*'^^^^*^ toward Niagara Falls and caught the fugitive 

Ir^ne^and Eve, who were at first simple members of the 
escort, became what in theatrical slang is called “doubles.” 
Irene, dressed in the university gown, received degrees honoris 
causa m place of Mme Curie. Grave orators addressed to Eve— 
a girl of sixteen—^the speeches they had prepared for the 
scienfast, speaking to her of her “magnificent work,” of her “long 
life of toil,” and expected a pertinent reply from her. In cities 
where several ladies of the committee were disputing the honour 
of sheltering Marie, the Curie family was spht asunder, and 
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Irfene and Eve were given as hostages to the most insistent 
hostesses. 

When they were not representing their over-famous mother, 
the girls were sometimes offered amusements suited to their age: 
a party of tennis or boating, an elegant week-end on Long 
Island, an hour’s swimming in Lake Michigan, a few evenings at 
the theatre, and a night of wild delight at the colossal amuse¬ 
ment park at Coney Island. 

But the most thrilling days were those on the journey to 
the West. Mrs. Meloney, who had given up the idea of having 
Mme Curie visit the whole of America, nevertheless wanted to 
show her the most astonishing marvel of the continent: the 
Grand Canyon of the Colorado. Marie was too tired to show 
her pleasure very strongly, but her daughters were carried away 
by enthusiasm. Everything amused them: the three days on the 
train by the Santa Fe line, across the sands of Texas: the ex¬ 
quisite meals in solitary little stations under a Spanish sun; the 
hotel at the Grand Canyon, an islet of comfort on the edge of 
that extraordinary gash in the earth’s crust—a precipice sixty- 
five miles long and ten miles wide, of which the first sight, 
grandiose and almost terrifying, leaves the spectator voiceless. 

Ir^ne and Eve, mounted on hard Indian ponies, wandered 
along the crest of the chasm, and, from on high, watched the 
motionless chaos of mountains, rocks and sand pass firom 
violet to red, from orange to pale ochre, enriched by rough 
shadows. Unable to resist, they soon adopted the classic 
itinerary and went down on mule-back to the bottom of the 
canyon, where, over mud and stones, the young Colorado 
rolled impetuously. 

Only the most important ceremonies, the indispensable ones, 
had been carried out—and yet ^ey would have sufficed to 
exhaust the most robust athlete. On May 28th, in New York, 
Mme Curie became a doctor honoris causa of Columbia Uni¬ 
versity. In Chicago she was made an honorary member of the 
University of Chicago, received several degrees and was present 
at three receptions. At the first of these a large libbon, stretched 
like a barrier, separated Mme Curie and her daughters from the 
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crowd which filed past before them. At the second, in which 
the “Marseillaise,” the Polish national hymn, and the “Star- 
Spangled Banner” were sung in turn, Marie almost disappeared 
under the heaps of flowers her admirers had brought. The last 
reception surpassed all others in fervour: it was given in the 
Polish quarter of Chicago for a public entirely composed of 
Poles._ These Mgrh were acclaiming one who was no longer a 
scientist, but the symbol of their far-away fatherland. Men and ■ 
women in tears tried to kiss Marie’s hands or to touch her dress. 

On June i yth Mmc Curie had to own herself beaten for the 
second time and interrupt her course. Her blood-pressure, 
which was terribly low, disturbed the doctors. Marie obtained 
some rest and recuperated enough to go to Boston and New 
Haven, to the universities of Harvard, Yale, Wellesley, Simmons 
and Radcliffe. On June 28th she embarked on the Olympic, 
where her cabin was piled high with telegrams and masses 
of flowers. 

The name of another great “star” from France was soon to 
replace hers in the headlines of the newspapers: the boxer 
Georges Carpentier, preceded by his immense reputation, had 
just arrived in New York, and the reporters were in despair at 
their inability to extract from Mme Curie the slightest opinion 
upon the probable result of his match witli Dempsey. . . . 

Marie was very tired—and, to tell the truth, very content. 
In her letters she rejoiced at having “made a very small contri¬ 
bution to the friendship of America for France and Poland,” 
and quoted the phrases of sympathy for her two fatherlands 
which had been pronounced by President Harding and Vice- 
President Coolidge. But the most stubborn modesty could not 
conceal from her the fact that her personal success in the United 
States had been enormous, that she had conquered the heart of 
mmons of Americans and the sincere afiection of all those who 
a come near her. Mrs. Meloney was to remain for her, up 
to the last day, the tenderest, most devoted of friends. 

Mme Curie retained confused impressions of her exceptional 
expedition, lighted up brilliantly here and there by certain 



AMERICA 


349 

memories of special vividness. She was struck by the activity 
of American university life, by the brilliance and gaiety of the 
traditional ceremonies, and above all by the excellent conditions 
under which the students of the colleges practised sport and 
physical development. 

She was impressed by the colossal power of the associations 
of women which had feted her throughout her journey. 

Finally, the perfect equipment of the scientific laboratories, 
and that of the numerous hospitals in which Curietherapy was 
utilised for the cure of cancer, left a little bitterness in her. 
She thought with discouragement that in this very year 1921 
France still did not possess a single hospital given over to radium 
treatment. 

The stock of radium which she had come to seek left America 
on the same ship with her, weU sheltered behind the complicated 
locks of the purser’s safe. This symbolic gramme inspires certain 
reflections upon the career of Marie Curie. In order to buy the 
tiny particle, it had been necessary to organise a campaign of 
magnificent begging across a whole continent. Marie had to 
appear in person in the philanthropic cities and offer her 
thanks. ... 

How can one not be obsessed by the idea that a simple signa¬ 
ture given on a patent years ago would have been altogether 
more effective? How can one avoid thinking that a rich Marie 
Curie could have given laboratories and hospitals to her 
country? Had twenty years of struggle and difficulties ^ven 
Marie any regret? Had they convinced her that by disdaining 
wealth she had sacrificed the development of her work to a 
chimera? 

In some short autobiographical notes drawn up after her 
return from America Mme Curie asked herself these questions. 
She answered them: 

A large number of my fiiends aflSrm, not without valid 
reasons, that if Pierre Curie and I had guaranteed our rights, 
we should have acquired the financial means necessary to ffie 
creation of a satisfactory radium institute, without encountering 
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the obstacles which were a handicap to both of us, and which 

are still a handicap for me. Nevertheless, I am still convinced 
that we were right. ^viacca 

Humanity certainly needs practical men, who get the most 
out of their work, and, without forgetting the general good 
safeguard their own interests. But humanity also Leds 
dreamers, for whom the disinterested development of an enter 
prise IS so captivating that it becomes impossible for them to 
devote their care to their own material profit. 

Wi&out the slightest doubt, these dreamers do not deserve 
wealth, because they do not desire it. Even so, a welhor^anised 
society should assure to such workers the efficient means of 
accomplishing their task, in a life freed from material care and 
treely consecrated to research. 



CHAPTER XXIV 


Full Bloom 


I BELIEVE the journey to America had taught my mother 
something. 

It had shown her that the voluntary isolation in which she 
confined herself was paradoxical. As a student she might shut 
herself in a garret with her books, and as an isolated research 
worker might cut herself off from the century and concentrate 
entirely on her personal work—and indeed she had to do so. 
But Mme Curie at fifty-five was something other than a student 
or a research worker; Marie was responsible for a new science 
and a new system of therapeutics. The prestige ofher name was 
such that by a simple gesture, by the mere act of being present, 
she could assure the success of some project of general interest 
that was dear to her. From now on she was to reserve a place 
in her life for these exchanges and these missions. 

I shall not describe all Marie’s journeys: they were much alike. 
Scientific congresses, lectures, university ceremonies and visits 
to laboratories called Mme Curie to a large nrnnber of capitals. 
She was feted and acclaimed in them all. She tried to make 
herself useful. Too often she was obliged to struggle against the 

weaknesses of her uncertain health. 

When she had fulfilled her official duties, her best reward 
was to discover new landscapes and to satisfy her curiosity for 
nature. Thirty years of dry work had only vivified her pagan 
adoration for the beauty of the world. The trip across the 
South Atlantic on a quiet little Italian steamer gave her child¬ 
like pleasure: 
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We have seen some flying fish [she wi'oLc to Evcl. We have 
seen that onr shadow can bo mlncccl to almost nothing, and 
we have had the sun on our heads. And tlicn wo have seen Ae 
known constellations disappi^ar inio the sc^a: the Polar star the 
Big Bear In the south has emerged the Southern Gross, a very 
beautiful constellation. I know liardly anything about the stars 
one sees in the heavens here. . . . 


Four weeks at Rio de Janeiro, whoi'c she had gone with Ir^ne 
to deliver some lectures, were an agreeable interlude. Every 
morning -mcognita-she swam in the bay. In the afternoons 
she made excursions on foot, by motor and even in a 

hydroplane* . . . 

Italy, Holland and England welcomed her on several 
occasions._ In 1932 she and Eve made a dazzling, never-to-be- 
forgotten journey across Spain. President Masaryk, a peasant 
like hersc 1, invited her to his country house in Czechoslovakia. 
In Brussels, where she regularly attended the Solvay congresses 
she was not treated as a distinguisluxl stranger but as a friend 
and neighbour. She loved these meetings, in which those whom 
she called (in one of her letters) “the lovers of Physics” discussed 
discoveries and new theories. Usually such sojourns ended with 
a dinner or a visit with the sovereigns: King Albert and Queen 
Elizabeth, whom Mane had known on the Belgian front, 
honoured her with their charming friendship. 

There was not a corner of the world where her name was not 
known. In an old provincial capital of China, in the temple of 
Eonfucius at Taiyuan-fu, there was a portrait of Mme Curie, 
placed there among the “benefactors of humanity” by the wise 
men of the country, along with Descartes, Newton, the Buddhas 
and the great emperors of China. ... 


On May 15th, 1922, by unanimous vote, the Council of the 
Eeape of Nations named “Mme Gurie-Sklodovska” a member 
Committee on Intellectual Go-operation. 

Mme Gune-Sklodovska” accepted. 

This was an important date in Marie’s life. Since she had 



FULL BLOOM 


353 

become celebrated, hundreds of charities, leagues and associa¬ 
tions had asked her for the support of her name. She had never 
once accorded it. Marie did not want to become a member of 
committees in which she did not have time to do actual work. 
And, above all, she desired to maintain an absolute political 
neutrality in all circumstances. She refused to abdicate her high 
title as “pure scientist” to throw herselfintothewelter of political 
controversy, and even the most inoffensive manifesto could 
never obtain her signature. 

The adherence of Mme Curie to the League of Nations effort 
therefore assumed special significance. It was to be her only 
infidelity to scientific research. 

The International Committee on Intellectual Co-operation 
included brilliant personalities: Bergson, Gilbert Murray, Jules 
Destr^e, Albert Einstein, Professor Lorentz, Paul Painleve, and 
many others. Marie was to become its vice-president. She was 
to be a member of several committees of experts, as well as ofthe 
directors’ committee of the Institute of Intellectual Co-operation 
in Paris. 

It would show small knowledge of this practical idealist to 
imagine her in ecstasy before the vain jugglery of general ideas. 
Marie Curie worked at Geneva—and once again she succeeded 
in serving science. 

She was struggling against what she called the “anarchy of 
scientific work” in the world, and tried to obtain an agreement 
among her confr^es on a certain number of precise questions, 
humble in appearance, but on which the progress of knowledge 
depended: the international co-ordination of bibliography, to 
permit the worker to famihanse himself with other workers 
results in his own domain; the unification of scientific symbols 
and terminology, of the format of scientific publications, and 
of the accounts of research work published in reviews; and the 
creation of the Tables of Constants. 

Instruction in universities and laboratories claimed her 
attention for a long time. She would have liked to perfect 
its methods. She advocated “directed work” which should 
co-ordinate the efforts of research workers, and suggested a 
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system of rclationslup between the chiefs, a true general staff 

All her life she had been obsessed by a certain thought- that 
of the intellectual gifts ignored and wasted in the clfsses u^ 
favoured by fortune. In this peasant or that workman was hid- 
dcm-pcrhaps~a writer, a scientist, a painter, a musician. . 
Mane was obliged to limit her activity. She devoted it altogether 
to the development of international scientific scholarship! 

What is society’s interest? [she asks in one of her reports! 
bhould it not favour the development of scientific vocations? 
is It then, rich enough to sacrifice those which are offered? 

believe, rather, that the collection of aptitudes required for 
a genume scientific vocation is an infinitely precious and delicate 
thing, a rare treasure which it is criminal and absurd to lose 
and over which we must watch witli solicitude, so as to give it 
every chance of fruition. ® 

And finally--paradox of paradoxes !~the physicist who had 
always avoided material profit for herself became the champion 
of scientific property” for her confreres: she wanted to establish 
a copyright for scientists, so as to reward the disinterested work 
which serves as a basis for industrial applications. Her dream 
was thus to find a remedy for the poverty of the laboratories 
by obtaimng subsidies for pure research from the profits of 
commerce. 

abandoned these practical questions 
and went to Madrid to preside over a debate on “The Future of 
i^mture, in which writers and artists of aU countries took part: 

pi,?i V fighting their windmilk,” 

of the meeting, called them. She 
stonished her colleagues by her courteous authority and by the 
interpositions. The members of the congress 
an/1 ot 4 alarm, denouncing the perils of specialisation 

“ade science in part responsible 
crisis of culture in the world. Here again we see Marie 
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Curie—^the most quixotic, perhaps, of all the Don Quixotes 
present—defending, with the same faith as of old, the love of 
research and the spirit of adventure and enterprise, in short, the 
passions which had guided her life always: 

I am among those who think that science has great beauty 
[she told her interlocutors]. A scientist in his laboratory is not 
only a technician: he is also a child placed before natural 
phenomena which impress him like a fairy tale. We should not 
allow it to be believed that all scientific progress can be reduced 
to mechanisms, machines, gearings, even though such machinery 
also has its own beauty. 

Neither do I believe that the spirit of adventure runs any risk 
of disappearing in our world. If I see anything vital around 
me, it is precisely that spirit of adventure which seems 
indestructible and is akin to curiosity. ... 

The struggle for an international culture, respecting the 
different national cultures; the defence of personality and talent 
wherever they are to be found; the struggle to “strengthen the 
great spiritual strength of science in the world”; the struggle 
for “moral disarmament” and for peace—such were the com¬ 
bats in which Mme Curie engaged, without having the vanity 
to hope for an early victory. 

Marie Curie to Eve Curie, July, 

I believe international work is a heavy task, but that it is 
nevertheless indispensable to go through an apprenticeship in 
it, at the cost of many efforts and also of a real spirit of sacrifice: 
however imperfect it may be, the work of Geneva has a grandeur 
which deserves support. 

Two, three, four journeys to Poland. ... 

Mme Curie did not return to her own people in search of rest 
or to forget care. Since Poland bad become firee again, Marie 
had been haunted by a great project: she wanted Warsaw to 
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possess a ratUum institute, a cc.itrc for scientific research ar,H 
the treatment of cauc<n-. ‘''»earcn and 

conquer the 

diiru.ultu,s. loland, convalescing |rom a long cnslaverint was 
pool. poor m money and poor in teehuicians. And Marie had 

funcls"’^'’ J^crsclf or to collect the 

The ally who was at her side at the first call hardly need be 
namoc. Bronya, weighed down by age, but as enthusiastic and 
valiant as thirty years ago, flung hersidfinto the work. She was 
at the same tunc architect, agent and treasurer. . . . The 

1^^'IrinrM' P'^iers and with'stamps 

l)canng Mane s lace. Money was asked foi—or rather, bricks: 

_ Buy a bi u.k lor the Mane Sklodovska-Guric Institute!” was the 
injunction on thousands or])ostcards rqn-oducing, in lacsimile, 
the wntten declarationol the .scientist: “My most ardent desire 
IS the creation ol an institute of radium in Warsaw.” This 
campaign had die generous support of the State, of the city of 
arsaw and ol the most irajiortant Polish institutions. 

to Warsaw hr lay the corner stone of the institute. It was a 
triumphal visit: memoric.s of the jiast, promises for the future. 

who 7 accompanied the woman 

who was called, by one ol the orators, “the first lady-in-waiting 
of our gracious sovereign, the Polish Republic.” The uni¬ 
versities, the academies and the cities bestowed their finest 
i 7 - ''''c Pilsudski bccamc her 

of thur ^"^1 ^ morning the president 

f the republic laid the first stone of the institute, Mme Curie 

the second, and the mayor of Warsaw the third. .. . 

ml- 7 *^.in these ceremonies. It was not 
Wmvf the state, Stanislav 

wbiVh expressed his amazement at the perfection with 

®language after such a long exile. 
Shlodovska’s comrade in Paris; anLdotes 

tumbled out, one after the other. 

Do you remember the little travelling cushion you lent me 
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thii'ty-tliree years ago when I went back to Poland on a secret 
political mission?” the president asked Marie* ^^It was very 
useful!” 

“I even remember,” Marie answered, laughing, ‘‘that you 
forgot to return it to me.” 

And M. Kotarbinski, that very old, very celebrated actor, 
who addressed a compliment to Mme Curie from the stage of 
the crowded Popular Theatre, was in fact the same M. Kotar¬ 
binski for whom the happy adolescent Manya had woven 
chaplets of field flowers long ago at Zwola. . . . 

The years passed; the bricks became walls. Marie and Bronya 
were not at the end of their efforts: although each"had given to 
the institute a good part of her savings, money was lacking for 
the stock of radium with which cancer treatment could be 
begun. 

Marie did not lose courage: she explored the horizon and 
turned again toward the West—toward the United States, 
where she had once been so magnificently helped, and toward 
Mrs. Meloney. The generous American woman knew that the 
institute in Warsaw was as dear to Marie’s heart as her own 
laboratory. She accomplished a new miracle, and collected the 
money necessary for the purchase of a gramme of radium—the 
second gramme given by America to Mme Curie. The events of 
1921 repeated themselves: in October 1929 Marie took ship 
again for New York, to thank America in the name of Poland. 
As in 1921, she was overwhelmed with honours. In the course 
of this visit she was the guest of President Hoover and stayed at 
the White House for several days. 

I have been given a little ivory elephant, very sweet, and 
another tiny one [she wrote to Eve]. It seems that this ammal 
is the symbol of the Republican party, and the White House is 

full of elephants of all dimensions, isolated or in groups. . . . 

America, devastated by the economic crisis, was in graver 
mood than in 1921 > but its welcome was none the less warm. On 
her birthday the scientist received hundreds of pr^ents sent her 
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by unknown friends: flowers, books, objects, cheques intended 
for the laboratory and even~as presents from^Ssts-a 
g^vanometer, some ampoules of “radon,” and someLcimens 

fraternally bv Mr O n 

iraternally by Mr. Owen D. Young, visited St. Lawrence 
University where a magnificent figure of Mme Curie stands in 
sculptured low relief upon the entrance door. She was present at 

Edison s jubi ee : all the speeches, and even the message tent frL 

the South Pole by Commander Byrd, contained tributes to her 
On May 29th, 193a, the work performed in common by 
Mane Curie, Bronya Dluska and the Polish State was brought 
to m crowmng point: in the presence of M. MoscicH, president 
f the repubhc—a chemical colleague and friend of Marie’s—of 

W. the imposing Radium 

Institute of Warsaw was inaugurated. Bronya’s practical sense 

For had made it spacious, with harmonious lines, 

o several months it had already been admitting patients for 

treatment by Curietherapy. 

This was the last time Marie was to see Poland, the old streets 
of her native town, and the Vistula, which she ^ent to gaze at 
nostalgically on every visit, almost with remorse. In herrietters 

ston^ t^ these 

instiSt primitive 

I went for a walk alone toward the Vistula yesterday morning. 

near ^^ard'y T'"!? kf bluish green 

xle io ^^fl^'^tion of thf sky. 

sfrScSd om S sandbanks, sparkling in the sun, are 
com^ irp‘ r determining the caprkious 

S bSul r to these banks, a piping 

ot bnlhant hght marks the limit of the deeper water I feel 

“S't?T 'r s of 

SrSfr.? , “Poot of my 

cSdav hi, U navigable body of water. 

<0 ate dertZS be^S’”^ “ 
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There is a Cracow song in which they sing of the Vistula: 
"This Polish water has within itself such a charm that those 
who are taken by it will love it even unto the grave.” This 
seems to be true, so far as I am concerned. The river has a 
profound attraction for me, the origins of which I do not 
know. 

Good-bye, darling. Kiss your sister Irene for me. I embrace 
you both, with all my heart which belongs to you. 

Your Mother. 


In France . . . 

On the generous initiative of Baron Henri de Rothschild, the 
Curie Foundation was created in 1920 as an independent 
institution to collect gifts and subsidies and to support the 
scientific and medical work of the Radium Institute. 

In 1922 thirty-five members of the Academy of Medicine of 
Paris submitted the following petition to their colleagues: 

The undersigned members think that the Academy would 
honour itself by electing Mme Curie as a firee associate member, 
in recognition of the part she took in the discovery of radium 
and of a new treatment in medicine. Curietherapy. 

This was a revolutionary document. Not only was it proposed 
to elect a woman academician but, breaking with custom 
altogether, it was proposed to elect her spontaneously, without 
the regular presentation of a candidacy. Sixty-four members of 
the illustrious company signed this manifesto with enthusiasm— 
thus giving a lesson to their brethren in the Academy of 
Sciences. All candidates to the vacant chair retired in favour of 
Mme Curie. 

On February 7th, 1922, the election took place. M. 
Chauchard, president of the Academy, said to Marie firom tie 
tribune: 

“We salute in you a great scientist, a great-hearted woman 
who has lived only through devotion to work and scientific 
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abnegation, a patriot who, in war as in peace, has always don.* 
more than her duty. Your presence here brings us the moral 
benefit of your example and the glory of your name. We tliaS 
you. We are proud of your presence among us. You are th! 
first woman of France to enter an Academy, but what other 
woman could have been so worthy?” 

In 1923 the Curie Foundation decided to celebrate the 
twenty-filth anniversary of the discovery of radium. The 
government associated itself with this intention and passed 
diiough larhament, by unanimous vote, a law granting 
Mine Curie an annual pension of forty thousand fraLs as f 

an^Eva of inheritance to Irfcne 

On December 26th, twenty-five years after the meeting of the 
Academy of Science in 1898 at which the historic report of Pierre 
Cuiie, Mme Curie and G. Biimont On a Mew and Strondy 
Radioactive Substance Contained in Pitch-blende had been rea/ 
an enormom crowd invaded the great amphitheatre of the 
Sorbonne. The French and foreign universities, the scientific 
societies, the civil and military authorities. Parliament the 
great schools, the students’ associations and the Press were 
^presented by delegations. On the platform were Alexandre 

B^rard, minister of 
^<^ctor of the Academy and 
president of the Curie Foundation, Professor Lorentz, who was 
to speak in the name of the foreign scientists. Professor Jean 

thTca^my^e"^^^^^^^ 

In this group of eminent personages could be seen a wHte- 
haired serious-faced man and two elderly women who were 
wping tears from their eyes: Hela, Bronya and Joseph had 

fame^thTri'^T®.?'^ Manya’s triumph. The 

neftLr youngest of the Sklodovskis had 

tZi r nor spoiled their fraternal affection. Never were 

Andr6 Debierne, the collaborator and friend of the Curies, 
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read the scientific communications by which they had an¬ 
nounced their discoveries concerning radioactive bodies. The 
chief of the staff at the Radium Institute, Fernand Holweck 
assisted by Ir^ne Curie, made several experiments on radium’ 
The president of the repubfic offered Marie Curie the nationai 
pension as a feeble but sincere witness of the universal senti- 
meiit of enthusiasm, respect and gratitude which follow upon 
her, and Mr. L6on Berard pointed out that “in order to 
propose and pass this law, which carries the signature of aU the 
representatives of France, the Government and the two 
Houses had to resolve to act as if Mme Curie’s modesty and 
disinterestedness had no legal existence.” 

Last of all, Mme Curie rose, saluted by interminable ovations. 
In a low voice she thanked those who had given her these 
tributes, taking care not to forget one of them. She spoke of 
the man who was no more, of Pierre Curie. Then she spoke of 
the future: not her own future, so very short, but that of the 
Radium Institute, for which she demanded help and support 
with insistent passion. 

We have seen Marie Curie in the evening of her life at the 
mercy of the admiration of crowds, received by presidents, 
ambassadors and kings in all latitudes. 

^ One picture, always the same, dominates the memory of these 
fetes and processions for me: the bloodless, expressionless, 
almost indiflferent face of my mother. 

“In science,” she had said long ago, “we must be interested 
in things, not in persons.” The years had taught her that the 
public, and even the governments, did not know how to be 
interested in things except through persons. Whether she 
wished to do so or not, she had to use her prestige to honour and 
enrich science—to “dignify” it, as the Americans said—and she 
allowed her own legend to be the agent of propaganda for a 
cause which was dear to her. 

But nothing in her had changed: neither the physical fear of 
crowds nor the timidity which froze her hands and dried her 
throat, nor, above all, her incurable inaptitude for vanity. In 
spite of a loyal efibrt, Marie did not succeed in making her pact 
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I find myself a long way from both of you [she wrote to me 
from one of these journeys] and very much exposed to mani¬ 
festations which I neither like nor appreciate, because they wear 
me out so I feel a little sad this morning. 

In Berlin a crowd on the station platform was bustline and 

sarJTriin whhlTc out of the 

same tram with me. He looked quite content. After all is 

^ere rnuch difference between acclaiming Dempsey and 

acc mmng me? It seems to me that the mere fact of a«ldming 

m this way has in itself something not to be commended 

whatever may be the object of the manifestation. I don’t see’ 

nevertheless, just how one ought to proceed, nor to what 

degree it is perrmssible to confound the person with the idea 

that person represents. . , , 

How could exuberant tributes to a discovery made a quarter 

passionate student who survived 
revolt woman? Discouraged words expressed her 

u premature burial which is called celebrity. 

tW i ‘splendid work’ it seems to me 

that I m already dead~that I’m looking at myself dead,” she 

added: “It seems to me that the 
services I might still render don’t mean much to them-md my 

theix ease m payiug mi 

Her dissatiafaction and her refusal contained, I believe. 

^ power Mme Curie exercised over 

monarrk “stars” of popularity, politicians, 

Sev or cinema, who, the moment 

ftey step forward on a platform, become the accomplices 

rerpmo • mysteriously escaped from the 

im™i^^® at which she was present. And the profound 
bWk ^ produced by this motionless woman dressed in 

muni^ri^ k ? precisely, by the total absence of com- 
mumcation between the pubfic and herself. 
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amiable, attractive, and celebrated 
than Mme Curie have often been honoured by the world- 
but none of them, perhaps, has shown a face so locked and 
shuttered, an air of absence so complete. In the storm of 
acclamations, none of them can have seemed quite so solitary. 



CHAPTER XXV 


On the He Saint-Louis 


W HEN Mane came home from some brilliant journey 
one d her daughters would go to meet her on the 
betatron platform, watching for the appearance—at a 
window of the wagon de to-of that busy, poverty-stricken 
ngure that Mme Curie was to remain until the end The 
wanderer had a firm, cautious grip on her big handbag of 
brown leather, always the same one, given her years ago by an 
association of Polish women. It was swollen with papers, 
portfolios, and eyeglass cases. In the crook of her arm Marie 
carried a bunch of fading flowers, stiff and commonplace, 
which somebody had given her along the way; however 
tr<mblesoine they might be, she never dared to throw them out 
Relieved of her burdens, the scientist climbed up the three 
mgh storeys—without a lift—in her house of the He Saint- 
Eouis. And while she examined her mail, Eve, kneeling on the 
floor in front of her, opened bags and unpacked for her. 

bhe discovered, mixed in with the familiar clothing, pointed 
copes 0 ve vet and silk, the emblems of new doctorates honoris 
causa; leather boxes containing medals; rolls of parchment and 

rest—the menus of banquets, 
winch Mane always cherished jealously. They were so con¬ 
venient and so suitable, being made of thick, hard cardboard, 
for scnbbhng calculations in mathematics! 

At last, with a crackle of unfolding tissue paper, appeared the 
souvenirs and presents for Irtee and Eve, purchased by 

huSeiwss strangeness, their 

364 
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Bits of “petrified wood” from Texas became paper-weights, 
blades of damascene from Toledo served to cut scientific books 
and carpets of rough wool, woven by Polish mountaineers, were 
used to cover Kttle tables. At the neck of Marie’s black blouses 
were hung tiny jewels brought back from the Grand Canyon: 
these bits of crude silver, on which the Indians had cut lines of 
zigzag lightning, were, with a clasp of Bohemian garnet, a chain 
of gold filigree and a very pretty old-fashioned amethyst hroochj 
the only jewels my mother ever possessed. I doubt if all of them 
put together could have been sold for more than three hundred 
francs. . , 

That apartment on the Quai de Bethune, very large and not 
very comfortable, all made of corridors and inside staircases, 
was a^strange sort of family dwelling : twenty-two years of Mme 
Curie s life were passed there. The imposing rooms of a house 
dating from the time of Louis XIV called in vain for the 
majestic arm-chairs and sofas that would have suited their pro¬ 
portions and their style. The mahogany furniture inherited 
from Dr. Curie was grouped at random in the huge drawing¬ 
room—^which was big enough for fifty but rarely held more than 
four—upon the skating rink of a fine waxed parquet which 
creaked and complained under one’s footsteps. Neither carpets 
nor curtains: the high windows, on which the shutters were 
never closed, were barely veiled by thin net. Marie hated 
hangings, carpets and draperies. She liked a shining floor and 
naked glass windows that could not steal one ray of the sun 
from her. She wanted the Seine, the quais and the Ile-de-la- 
Cit6—an adnnrable view—complete and unimpaired. 

For years she had been too poor to make a beautiful dwelling 
place for herself. Now she had lost the desire to do so, and for 
that matter had no time to spend in altering the hasty simplicity 
of her life’s background. However, successive alluvial deposits 
of gifts came to decorate the light, empty rooms. There were to 
be seen there some water colours of flowers, sent to Mme Guiie 
by an anonymous admirer, a Copenhagen vase with bluish 
lights in it—the biggest and finest from the factory—a green and 
brown carpet given by a Roumanian manufacturer, a silver 
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^sc with a pompous inscription. . . . The only acquisition 
Mane had made was the grand piano she had bought for Eve 
upon which the young girl practised for hours at a tiL, wi£i 

arpeg^^s!”® complain of the terrible deluge of 

Irine had inherited the maternal indilfercncc and, up to the 
time of her marriage, made herself pcifcctly comfortable in twt 
icy apartment. In a big room whici: was her <>wS, Eve mit 
attempts at decoration—often disastrous—and renewed them as 
frequently as the state of her finances would permit 
The only room^ in the house that produced the emotion of life 
was Mane s workroom. A portrait of Pierre Curie, glassed-in 
shelves of scientific books, and a few pieces of old furniture 
created an atmosphere of nobility there. 

This dweUing chosen from all other possible dweUings for its 

Jw T* pianist’s scales, 

student call of the telephone, the marauding of the black cat 

whose speciality was cavalry charges through the corridors and 
the robust clangour of the doorbell echoed and were magdfied 

theTelne^Ted ™^"ng of tugboats on 

he beme used to draw Eve, young and lonely, to the window 

where she pressed her forehead against the glass and counted 

Family group of the Musketeers: Athos, 
Porthos-Family of birds: Martin, Linnet, Swallow. . . ! 

before eight o’clock, the noisy activity of an 

rlo^H ^ quarter to nine Mme Curie’s little 

hont« the quay in front of the house and three 

anSt 1 . resounded. Marie flung on her hat and coat 
an_^astened downstairs. Thelaboratory was waiting for her. 

hv ^ ^“^tiity provided 

generosity had dissipated material cares. Mme 

small r which n^ht have been considered absurdly 

she comfort, although 

tvon it f to bo waited 

pon by a maid. She could never maJfce her chauffeur wait 
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more than a few minutes without feeling vaguely guilty. And if 
she went into a shop with Eve, she never looked at the prices, 
but with infallible instinct she would point out, with her 
nervous hands, the simplest dress and the cheapest hat: these 
were the ones that pleased her. 

She enjoyed spending money only for plants and stones and 
country houses. She built two such houses: one at Larcouest 
and the other in the south. As age came on she went to the 
Mediterranean for a more ardent sun and warmer sea than in 
Brittany, To sleep in the open on the terrace of her villa at 
Gavalaire, to contemplate the view of the bay and of the isles of 
Hy^res, to plant eucalyptus, mimosa and cypress on hilside 
gardens, were new joys to her. Two friends, two charming 
neighbours, Mme Sallenave and MUe Clement, admired her 
aquatic feats with a certain fear. Marie bathed among jagged 
rocks, swimming from one to the other, and minutely described 
her adventures for her daughters. 

The bathing is good, but one has to go a long way for it [she 
writes]. To-day I bathed between the rocks that overlook La 
Vigie—^but what a climb!!! The sea has been calm for three 
days and I observe that I can swim for a long time, covering 
good distances. A distance of three hundred metres does not 
in the least frighten me in a calm sea, and no doubt I could 
do more. 

Her dream would have been to abandon Paris and pass the 
winter at Sceaux, as in the old days. She bought land there and 
talked of building a house on it. The years passed without a 
decision being made; and every day, at lunch-time, she could be 
seen coming home on foot from the laboratory, crossing the 
bridge of La Tournelle with a step almost as lively as of yore, 
and, a little breathless , climbing the stairs of the old house in the 
He Saint-Louis. 

When Eve was a child and Mne, Mme Curie’s young 
assistant, lived and worked constantly with her mother, meals 
around the thick round table were often reduced to scientific 
dialogues between the scientist and her elder daughter- 
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Technical formulee struck Eve’s ears, and she interpreted the<,o 
transcendent propositions in her own way. The little o-irl 
erived great satisfaction, for example, from certain algebraic 
terms employed by her mother and sister: BB “prime” rMl nrirl 

Bb-.,uare” (Bb»).. These unknown ..babta^rwham^e 

thwhf' TT '''= '''“'“ins. Eve 

were ieirprivUegL?'’'"'”'" Andpnra babies? What 

One morning in 1926 Ir^ne calmly announced to her familv 
her engagement to Fr^d^ric Joliot, the most brilliam 
most high-spirited of the workers at the Institute of Radium 
The existence of the household was turned upswf dowt A 

Maurice Curie th! P ^s (such as Andr6 Debierne, 

Mannce Curie, the Perrins, the Borels and the Maurains) 

nobody ever penetrated. The young couple at first liveShe 

^uai de BMiune and then migrated to an independent flat 

Mane, content at the visible happiness of her daughter but 

disconcerted at not being able to live every hour with her work 

son m law and she was able to appreciate the exceptional 

leZrcXed th brimming with vitality, 

o^e coXsW if Two as.sistants instead of 

receive her ^ discuss the research under way, 

S T?' ^ ™gg>»tioqs to her, 

tiaKif rvT ^ ^ very naturally, got into the 

2-ar“® *°' a°°’' » "'«E- 

pri™- 

^^en’t you going to the laboratory, M6?” 
shelteZ^SSl ^rii years now had been 

* BB, pronounced 




ON THE ILE SAINT-LOUIS 


3 % 


“Yes, Fm going there after a bit. But first Fve sot the 
Acadenty of Medicine. And since the meeting is not until three 
o clock I think I shaU have time to. . . . Yes, I can stop by the 
Gardem ^ “minute or two in the Luxembourg 

The Haxon of the Ford had already sounded three times in 
front of the house. In a few minutes Marie, wandering among 
the pots of flowers and baskets of slips, would be picking out the 
plants she wanted for the laboratory garden and depositing 
them with caution, well protected by newspapers, on the seat in 
her car. 


The gardeners and flower-growers knew her well—^but she 
practically never went inside a florist’s shop. Some undefined 
instinct and the habits of poverty kept her away firom precious 
flowers. Jean Perrin, the gayest and most attentive of her 
friends, made his irruptions into Mme Curie’s house with his 
arms laden with bouquets. And as if she were admiring jewels, 
Marie would contemplate the big carnations and fine roses with 
surprise and with a little timidity. 

Half-past two. The Ford dropped Marie at the gate of the 
Luxembourg Gardens, and the scientist hastened toward her 
appointment near the lion on the left.” Among the hundreds 
of children who were playing in the garden on this early after¬ 
noon there was one Httle girl who, when she saw her, would 
race toward her with all the speed of tiny legs: Hd^ne Joliot, 
Irtoe’s child. In appearance Mme Curie was a reserved and 
undemonstrative grandmother, but she wasted a great deal of 
time and made long detours in order to spend a few minutes 
with this baby, dressed in bright red, who questioned her 
tyrannically: “Where are you going. Me? Why don’t you stay 
here with me, Md?” 

The clock on the Senate building marked ten minutes to 
three. Marie must leave Helene and her sand pies. At the 
austere meeting hall in the Rue Bonaparte Marie took her usual 
place next to her old friend, Dr. Roux. And, the only woman 
among sixty venerable colleagues, she participated in the work 
of the Academy of Medicine. 
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“Ah! How tired I am!” 

Nearly every evening Marie Curie, her face quite pale, worn 
aad aged by fatigue, would murmur this phrase. She left the 
laboratory very late—at half-past seven or sometimes at eight 
o clock. Her car brought her home, and the three storeys 
seemed harder to climb than ever before. She put on her 
slippers, threw a jacket of black wool over her shoulders and 
wandered aimlessly through the house, made more silent by the 
end of the day, as she waited for the maid to announce the meal. 

It would have been no use for her daughter to say: “You 
work too hard. A woman of sixty-five cannot and ought not to 
work as you do, twelve or fourteen hours a day.” Eve knew 
perfectly well that Mme Curie was incapable of working any 
less, and that working less, becoming reasonable would mean 
the dreadful indication of decrepitude. And the only wish that 
the young girl could formulate was that her mother might find 
the strength to work fourteen hours a day for a long time to 
come. 

Since Irvine uo longed lived in the Quai de BMiune, Eve and 
her mother dined alone. The thousand incidents of a long day 
preoccupied Marie, and she could not refrain from commenting 
aloud on them. ^ Evening after evening these scattered remarks 
traced a mysterious and moving picture of the intense activity 
m that laboratory to which Mme Curie belonged, body and 
soul. Apparatus which Eve was never to see became familiar to 
her—familiar like those collaborators of whom Marie spoke 
warmly, almost tenderly, with the aid of many possessive 
adjectives: 

“I am really very well pleased with ‘my’ young Grdgoire. I 
knew he was very gifted! . . .” (Then, having finished her 
Just think, to-day I went to see ‘my’ Chinese, in the 
balle de Physique.^ We talk in English, and our conversations 
last for ever: in China it is impolite to contradict anybody, and 
when I state a hypothesis which this young man has just proved 
wrong by experiment, he continues to agree courteously. I have 
to guess when he has an objection to make! In front of these 
students from the Far East I am always ashamed of my bad 
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manners. They are so much more civilised than we are!** 
(Taking some compote:) ^Ah^ Evette, one of these evenings we 
must invite my Pole, this year’s Pole. I am afraid he must be 
very lost in Paris ...” 

Workers of many nationalities succeeded each other in the 
Tower of Label that was the Radium Institute. There was 
always a Pole among them. When Mme Guiie could not 
bestow a university scholarship on one of her compatriots with¬ 
out injustice to some better qualified candidate, she paid the 
expenses of the young man from Warsaw out of her own money 

a generosity of which the young man never knew. 

Suddenly Marie interrupted herself, threw oj0F the obsession 
of the laboratory, leaned toward her daughter and said in 
another voice: 

^'Now, darling . . . tell me something. Give me some news 
of the world!” 

One could tell her anything, even—and above ah—childish 
things. Eve’s satisfied remarks upon the '%rty-five-miles-an- 
hour average” that she got out of her car found &e most under¬ 
standing listener in Marie. Mme Curie, a prudent but ardent 
motorist, observed the sporting performances of her own Ford 
with emotion. Stories about her granddaughter H 61 ene, a 
quotation from the child’s talk, would make her suddenly laugh 
to the point of tears, with an unexpected laugh of youth. 

She also knew how to talk politics without bitterness. Ah! her 
comforting liberalism! . . . If Frenchmen praised dictatorships 
in front of her, she answered gently: 'T have lived under a 
regime of oppression. You have not. You don’t understand your 
own good fortune in living in a free country ...” The 
partisans of revolutionary violence met with the same opposi¬ 
tion: “You can never convince me that it was usefiil to 
guillotine Lavoisier.” 

But she retained the audacity and vehemence of a young 
Polish “progressive.” That France should be lacking in 
hospitals and schools, that thousands of famiHes in 

unhealthy lodgings, that the rights of women should be 
precarious—all these were thoughts that tortured her. 
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Mme had never had time to be a perfect educator to her 
daughters. But Mne and Eve received one gift from her that 

appreciate enough: the incomparable 
benefit of living near an exceptional being—exceptioLl not 
only in her genius but by her humanity, by her innate refusal of 
all vulprity and littleness. Mme Curie avoided even tha 

m f easily have been forgiven her: 

let herself be cited as an example to other women. “It isn’t 
necessary to lead such an anti-natural existence as mine ” she 
sometimes said to calm her over-militant admirers. “I have 
pen a great deal of time to science because I wanted to 
because Iloved research. ... What I waut for ^“efa^a 

Duji^ these cdtn evening meals it sometimes happened that 
fce ^e and Eve talked of love. This woman, tragically and 
unjustly ;^treated. had no great esteem for the ^t^sion of love 

Frach'jSf’^“f 

l:rench writer. Love is not an honourable sentiment.” 

I thp [she once wrote to Eve] that we must seek for spiritual 

obSe us to^Dlate^''” which, without making us vain, would 
Oblige us o place our_ aspirations and our dreams very high 

and I also think it is a source of disappointment to make 
Tom sentiments as stormy as 

She knew how to receive all sorts of confidences and to keep 
their secret so delicately and faithfully that it seemed as if she 
had n«„ heard them She also knew how to hunry to le rescue 
of her own when they were threatened by danger or un- 

r3'’Si“an«f’H’* h"’’ were never 

obstinatelv fmn(-r philosophy remained 

obstinatp impersonal, and never, under any circumstances 

did Mane open the gates of her sorrowful past to take lessons or 

memories from its store. That was an intimate realm into which 
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nobody however near to her heart, had the right to venture. 

She allowed her daughter to divine only one thing, her home¬ 
sickness at growing old far from the two sisters and the brother 
to whom she had remained tenderly attached. First by exile and 
Aen by widowhood, she had been doubly deprived of the 
family warmth which was sweet to her. She wrote sad letters to 
me friends she revetted seeing so rarely—to Jacques Curie, 
hiang at Montpellier, to Joseph and to Hela, and to Bronya, 
whose life had been devastated hke her own: Bronya had lost 
her two chddren and, in 1930, her husband, Casimir Dluski. 

Marie to Bronya, April i2th, 

Dear Bronya, 

I, too, am sad that we are separated. But even though you do 
feel lonely, you have one consolation just the same: there are 
three of you in Warsaw, and thus you can have some company 
and some protection. Believe me, family solidarity is, after all, 
the only good thing. I have been deprived of it, so I know. Try 
to get some comfort out of it, and don’t forget your Parisian 
sister: let us see each other as often as possible. ... 

If Eve was going out after dinner Mme Curie would come 
into her room, lie down on the divan and watch her dress. 

Their opinions upon dress and feminine aesthetics were 
fundamentally different. But Marie had long since given up 
hope of imposing her principles. Of the two, it was rather Eve 
who oppressed her mother by an imperious insistence on 
renewing her black dresses before they were worn to rags. The 
discussions of the two women therefore remained academic, and 
it was with resignation, or even with gaiety and humour, that 
the mother made her comments to the daughter. 

“Oh, my poor darling! What dreadful heels! No, you’ll never 
make me believe that women were made to walk on stilts. . . . 
And what sort of new style is this, to have the back of the dress 
cut out? D^coUetage in front was bearable, justj but these miles 
and miles of naked back! First of all, it’s indecent; secondly, it 
makes you run the risk of pleurisy; thirdly, it is ugly: the third 
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argument ouglit to touch, you if the others don’t. ... How¬ 
ever, apart from all this, your dress is pretty. But you wear 
black too much. Black isn’t suited to your age ...” 

The most painful moments were those of the make-up box. 
After a prolonged effort toward what she judged to be a perfect 
result, Eve would answer her mother’s ironic appeal: “Turn 
round a little so that I can admire you!” Mme Curie would 
examine her fairly, scientifically, and in the end with con¬ 
sternation. 

“Well, of course, I have no objection in principle to all this 
daubing and smearing. I know it has always been done. In 

ancient Egypt the women invented far worse things. ... lean 

only tell you one thing: I think it’s dreadful. You torture your 
eyebrows, you daub at your lips without the slightest useful 
purpose ...” 

“But, M6,1 assure you it’s better like this!” 

“Better! Listen here; to console myself I’m coming to¬ 
morrow morning to kiss you in your bed, before you’ve had 
time to put those horrors on your face. I like you when you’re 
not so tricked out. . . . And now you must run, my dear child. 
Good night. . . . Ah! by the way, you haven’t anything you 
can give me to read?” 

“Of course. What would you Hke?” 

“I don’t know . . . something that won’t depress me. One 
h^ to be young like you to endure all these painful and 
distressing novels.” 

She never re-read the Russians, even Dostoievsky, whom she 
had once adored. Eve and she, in spite of differing literary 
tastes, had certain favourites in common: Kipling, Colette . . . 
Marie Curie was never tired of looking through the Jungle Book, 
the Naissance du Jour,* Sido* or Kim for the magnificent living 
reflections of that nature which was always her comfort, her 
element. And she knew by heart thousands of verses—^in French, 
German, Russian, English or Polish. , . . 

Holding the volume Eve had chosen for her, she would take 
refuge in her study, stretch out on the chaise-longue covered 

• By Colette. 
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with red velvet, place a swansdown cushion under her head, 
and turn a few pages. 

But at the end of half an hour, perhaps an hour, she put the 
book down. She rose, seized a pencil, notebooks, scientific 
manuals: she would work now, as was her habit, until two or 
three o’clock in the morning. 

When Eve came in she would see the light in her mother’s 
study through the round window on a narrow corridor; she 
crossed the corridor and pushed at the door. ... 

The spectacle was the same every night. Mme Curie, 
surrounded by papers, calculating rulers, and monographs, was 
seated on the floor. She had never been able to get used to 
working in front of a desk, installed in an arm-chair according 
to the tradition of “thinkers.” She had to have limitless space to 
spread out her documents and her sheets of graphs. 

She was absorbed in a difficult theoretical calculation, and 
although she had noticed her daughter’s return, she did not lift 
her head. Her brows frowned and her face was preoccupied. 

A notebook was on her knees. She scribbled signs and 
formulae on it. From her lips escaped a murmur. 

Mme Curie was pronouncing figures and numbers in an 
undertone. And like the little girl of sixty years ago in the 
arithmetic class at Mile Sikorska’s school, tins professor at the 
Sorbonne was counting in Polish. ... 



CHAPTER XXVI 


The Laboratory 


“VS Mmc Curie there?” 

I “I am looking for Mme Curie. Has she come?” 

JL ‘ ‘Have you seen Mme Curie? ’ ’ 

Young men, young women, persons in white under laboratory 
blouses, questioned each other in the vestibule by which the 
scientist had to pass when she arrived at the Radium Institute. 

Five, ten or a dozen workers would gather in this way every 
morning to wait for her. Each one wanted-—“without disturb¬ 
ing her”—to ask advice, to reap a little encouragement or a 
suggestion in passing. Thus was constituted what Marie 
laughingly called “the Soviet.” 

The Soviet had not long to wait. At nine o’clock the old car 
passed the gate in the Rue Pierre Curie and turned into the 
alley. The iron door clanged; Mme Curie appeared by the 
garden entrance. The group of soliciting students collected 
happily about her. Respectfol, timid voices announced that 
such-and-such a measurement had just been completed, or 
gave news of the polonium solution, or insinuated that “if Mme 
Curie could come and look at the Wilson apparatus for a 
moment she would see interesting results. ” 

Even though she sometimes complained of it, Marie adored 
the commotion of energy and curiosity that welcomed her 
from the beginning of the day. Far from attempting to slip 
away toward her own work, she would stay there, in coat 
and hat, standing in tire middle of her collaborators. Each 
of the eager faces that met her glance recalled to her an 
experirnent upon which she had reflected in solitude. 

376 
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'‘M. Fournier, I have thought about what you told me. 
Your idea is good, but the procedure you suggest isn’t practic¬ 
able. I have found another that ought to succeed. I shall come 
and talk to you about it. Mme Gotelie, what number did you 
get? Are you quite sure that the calculation was exact? Last 
night I did it over and I obtained a slightly different answer. 
However, we shall see . . 

There was no disorder and no approximation in these 
remarks. During the minutes she devoted to a research worker, 
Marie Curie was entirely concentrated upon the problem he was 
studying, a problem which she knew in its slightest details. An 
instant later she was speaking of other work with another pupil. 
Her brain was marvellously gifted for this singular form of 
mental gymnastics. In the laboratory, where so many young 
intelligences laboured with determination, she resembled those 
chess champions who can follow thirty or forty games at a time 
without even looking at the pieces. 

Men passed, saluted and stopped. The Soviet grew larger. 
Marie would end by seating herself on one of the steps of the 
staircase without interrupting this somewhat unorthodox 
consultation. Thus seated, looking up at the workers who stood 
round her or leaned against the wall, she did not have the 
classic attitude of a chief. And yet—! 

It was she who had chosen the students of the laboratory after 
a minute examination of their capacities. It was she, almost 
always, who designated their work. It was to her that pupils in 
distress would come, with the certainty that Mme Curie would 
find the experimental error that had put them on the wrong road. 

During forty years of scientific labour this white-haired 
scientist had amassed an immense amount of knowledge. She 
was the living library of radium; she had read, in the five 
languages of which she was a master, all the publications con¬ 
nected with the experiments undertaken at the institute. She 
discovered new developments of known phenomena, invented 
new techniques. And, finally—of inestimable value in dis- 
entanghng the mixed skeins of knowledge and hypothesis— 
Marie possessed common sense. Fine-spun theories, attractive 
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but fantastic suppositions, as exposed by certain of her discinles 
encountercd a rejection Irom licr clear glance and her metalhc 

reason. To work with this daring but prudent master was 
security. ^ 

Little by httle the group assembled on the staircase was 
scattered. Those to whom Marie had given her day’s sue 
gestions made off with their loot. Mine Curie would aecoinpanv 
one of them as far as the “physics hall” or the “chemistry hall” 

and continue the conversation in front of an apparatus. . . , At 

last, set free, she would go into her own laboratory, jmt on her 
big black working blouse, and become absorbed in her personal 

Her solitude was short. Somebody knocked at the door One 
ofthe research workers reappeared, with sheets of manuscript in 
ms hand. Behind him another was waiting. . . . On this 
Monday, the day of the weekly meeting at the Academy of 
bciences, the authors of the communications that were to be 
Curfe afternoon came to submit their reports to Mme 

To read these papers Marie went into a very light, narrow 
ordmaty room, in which a stranger would have had difficulty 
recognising the study of an illustrious scientist. An olficc desk of 
oak, a file, bookshelves, an old typewriter, and a leather arm- 
chmr like a hundred other leather arm-chairs, conferred upon it 
a decent anonymity. On the table there were a marble ink- 
stand, piles of brochures, a goblet stuck full of fountain pens and 
sharpened pencils, an “art object” offered by a students’ 
association and-surpnse !-a little urn from the excavations at 
Asema, dull brown, ravishing. 

^The hands which held out the reports to the Academy to Mme 
Uune often trembled with emotion. Their authors knew that 
the examination would be severe. The writing was never clear 
or chaste enough, to Marie’s way of thinking. She tracked down 
not only tke techmeal errors; she re-wrote whole sentences 
^d corrected feults m syntax. “I think it might do now,” she 

m scientist, more dead than ahve, as she 

handed him back his work. 
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But if the pupil’s work had satisfied Marie, her smile and her 
pleased remarks—“Very good! That’s perfect!”—compensated 
the physicist for his trouble and gave him wings for his j ourney 
to the laboratory of Professor Perrin. Professor Perrin 
customarily presented the communications of the Radium 
Institute to the illustrious company. 

TMs same Jean Perrin repeated to all and sundry; “Mme 
Curie is not only a famous physicist: she is the greatest labora¬ 
tory director I have ever known.” 

What was the secret of this master? First of all and above 
everything, the extraordinary chauvinism for the Radium 
Institute which animated Marie. She was the perfervid 
servant and the natural defender of the prestige and interests of 
the beloved place. 

She made the most determined eflforts to obtain the stock of 
radioactive substances necessary to research on a large scale. 
Exchanges of courtesies and compliments between Mmp 
Curie and the directors of the Belgian radium factory, the 
Union Mini^re du Haut-Katanga, invariably ended in the same 
way: the Union Minifere would kindly send Mme Curie some 
tons of residue for nothing, and Marie, delighted, would im¬ 
mediately undertake the extraction of the coveted elements!... 

From year to year she enriched her laboratory. She could be 
seen haunting the ministries with Jean Perrin, demanding sub¬ 
sidies, scholarships. Since she was “Mme Curie” the powers of 
the day listened to her. Thus she obtained, in 1930, an ex¬ 
ceptional research credit of five hundred thousand francs. 

Sometimes, tired and a little hmniliated by all the begging 
she forced herself to do, she described to Eve these waits in 
antechambers, these terrors, and concluded with a smile: 

“I think they’ll finish by throwing us out like beggars.” 

Workers in the Curie laboratory, guided by this sure pilot, 
explored the unexplored compartments of radioactivity one by 
one. From 1919 to i934jo«r hundred and eighty-three scientific 
co m mu ni cations, of which thirty-four were theses, were pub¬ 
lished by the physicists and chemists of the Institute of Radium. 
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Among these four hundred and eighty-three studies, Mme Curie 
had thirty-one publications to her credit. 

Even though this number may seem high, it requires com¬ 
ment. During the last part of her life, Mme Curie was preparing 
the future with too much spirit of sacrifice, perhaps, and gave 
the greater part of her time to her role as director and teacher. 
What might have been her creative activity if she had been able 
to dedicate every one of her minutes to research, like the young 
men around her? And who can ever tell the part Marie took in 
the work she inspired and guided step by step? 

^ She asked herself no such questions. She rejoiced over the 
victories won by her side and with her aid, by that collective 
person which she did not even call “my” laboratory, but, with 
an inexpressible accent of secret pride, “The Laboratory.” 
When she pronounced these two words no other laboratory 
existed on earth. 

Psychological gifts—^human ones—^lielpcd the solitary scientist 
to become an inspiration to and a director of the work of others. 
Mme Curie, so devoid of familiarity, knew how to gain the 
devotion of working companions whom she was still calling 
“Mademoiselle” or “Monsieur” after years of daily collabora¬ 
tion. 

If Marie, absorbed in some scientific discussion, sometimes 
stayed out on a bench in the garden for half an hour at a time, 
the imploring voice of an assistant would recall her to reality. 

Madame, you’ll catch cold! Madame, come in, please!” Dis¬ 
creet hands put bread and fruit beside her when she had 
forgotten to go to lunch. . . . 

The laboratory journeymen and the workmen, like the others, 
felt her hidden attraction, an attraction unique in the world. 
On the day when Marie engaged a chauffeur of her own, the 
factotum of the institute—Georges Boiteux, who was day 
kbourer, mechanic, chauffeur and gardener all in one—could 
be seen weeping bitterly at the idea that from now on another 
man would drive Mme Curie from the Rue Pierre Curie to the 
Quai de B^thune every day. 
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Marie was attached, by an affection which she seldom showed, 
to all those who worked with her; and it enabled her to dis¬ 
tinguish the highest and most enthusiastic spirits in this big 
family. I hardly ever saw my mother so overwhelmed as she 
was in August, 1932, when she learned of the sudden death of 
one of her favourite pupils: 

I had a great grief when I reached Paris [she wrote]. The 
young chemist Reymond, whom I liked so much, has been 
drowned in a river in Ard^che. I am quite overcome. His 
mother wrote to me to say that he had passed the best years of 
his life in the laboratory. What was the good of it if it had to 
end like this? Such a fine youth, so much grace, nobility and 
charm, such remarkable intellectual gifts—all that wiped out 
because of a wretched cold bath. ... 

Her lucid glance discerned faults as well as qualities, and was 
inexorably arrested on the defects that would keep such-and- 
such a research worker from becoming a great scientist. Even 
more than vanity, she distrusted awkwardness. The material 
catastrophes that awkward hands brought upon the setting up 
of an experiment exasperated her. Of an experimenter without 
gifts she said one day to her intimates: “If everybody was like 
him there wouldn’t be many daring flights in physics!” 

When one of her collaborators passed his thesis, received his 
diploma, or had been judged worthy of a prize, a “laboratory 
tea” was given in his honour. In the summer the reunion took 
place out-of-doors, under the lindens in the garden. In winter 
the noise of crockery would suddenly disturb the peace of the 
biggest room in the building, the Hbrary. It was an odd sort of 
crockery: laboratory glasses served for teacups and champagne 
glasses, stirring rods took the place of spoons. The girl students 
handed things round, offering cakes to their comrades and 
chiefs and to the members of the small staff. Among the groups 
could be seen Andre Debieme, who was director of lectimes at 
the Institute of Radium, Femard Holweck, the chief assistant. 
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3.nd. !M3.ric in licr most 3.nixn3.t6cl nnd, ts-llcntivc moodj protcctinj? 
her glass of tea from the movements of the crowd. ^ 

But suddenly there was a silence—Mmc Curie was about to 
congratulate the laureate. In a few warm phrases she would 
praise the originality of his work and throw light upon the 
difficulties he had overcome. There was vigorous applause for 
the friendly remarks that accompanied that sort of comjdiment: 
either an amiable word for the parents of the hero of the day' 
or else—if he was a foreigner—for his far-off fatherland. “When 
you go back to your beautiful country, whidi I know, where 
your compatriots received me so kindly, I hope you will retain 
a pleasant memory of the Institute of Radium. You have been 
able to observe that we work hard here, and that we do our 
best. . . 

Some of the “teas” had special emotional value for Marie: one 
of them celebrated her daughter Irene’s doctor’s thesis, another 
that of her son-in-law, FrM^ric Joliot. Mrae Curie saw the gifts 
of these two research workers bloom under her direction. In 
1934. tlie young couple won a magnificent victory: after working 
on the phenomena of transmutation of atoms, Irfcne and 
Fr6d&icJoliot discovered artificial radioactivity: by bombarding 
certain substances (aluminium, for example) witlx the rays 
spontaneously emitted by the radio-elements, they succeeded 
in transforming these substances into new radioactive elements 
unknown in nature, which henceforth would be the source of 
rays. The consequences of this surprising creation of atoms 
upon chemistry, biology and medicine can easily be seen: the 
time is near, perhaps, when bodies possessing the properties of 
radmm can be manufactured industrially for the requirements 
of Cunetherapy. 

At a. meeting of the Physical Society when the couple ex- 
p their work, Marie, attentive and proud, was among the 
public. Encountering Albert Laborde, who was formerly her 
assistant and Pierre Curie’s, she welcomed him with unusual 
exuberance: “Bonjour! They talked well, didn’t they? We’re 
back again in the fine days of the old laboratory.” 

She was too excited and tremulous not to prolong the evening. 
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She came home on foot, along the quays, accompanied by 
several colleagues. And she commented endlessly upon the 
success of “her young people.” 

On the other side of the garden in the Rue Pierre Curie the 
collaborators of Professor Regaud, whom Marie familiarly called 
“the people across the way,” waged their war on cancer by 
research and therapeutics. From 1919 to 1935, 8,319 patients 
were taken care of at the Radium Institute. 

Claude Regaud was also a laboratory patriot. He had 
patiently collected the arms his fight demanded: radium, appa¬ 
ratus, space, a hospital. In front of the enormous number of 
cures obtained, and the urgency of the need, he was obliged to 
borrow radium—the Union Miniere entrusted up to ten 
grammes to him!—and appeal to the government’s subsidies 
and the gifts of citizens: Baron Henri de Rothschild and Lazard 
Fr^res were his chief benefactors, as well as a magnificent but 
modest anonymous donor who, employing complicated pre¬ 
cautions to preserve his incognito, presented the Curie Founda¬ 
tion with 3,400,000 francs. 

Thus was created, little by little, the most scientific centre of 
radiotherapy in France. Its prestige was immense: more than 
two hundred doctors came there from the five continents to 
learn the technique of cancer treatment. 

Mme Curie, a physicist and chemist, took no part in the work 
of biology and medicine, but she followed their progress with 
passion. She got along admirably with Professor Regaud, a 
perfect colleague, high-minded and fiercely disinterested. Like 
Marie, he hated the noise of fame. Like her, he had always 
rejected material profits. By building up a practice he could 
have made a fortune: the notion did not even occur to him. 

These two co-directors, who marvelled at the excellence of 
treatment when it was practised by technicians, were ^e 
disturbed over one thing: exasperated and helpless, they beheW 
the unscrupulous exploitation of radium throughout the world. 
In one place ignorant doctors would treat patients with radio¬ 
active substances in hit-or-miss fashion, without even under¬ 
standing the danger of such“cures.” In another, patentmedicmes 
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and even beauty products “on the basis of radium” were offered 
to the public—sometimes even under names similar to that of 
the Curies. 

We need not judge such enterprises. We can simply say that 
my mother, the Curie family, Professor Regaud and the Institute 
of Radium had nothing whatever to do with them. 

“See if there’s anything important.” 

Marie, harassed and hurried, pointed out last night’s mail to 
a gentle, intelligent secretary, Mme Razet. 

The envelopes frequently bore simplified addresses: “Mme 
Curie, Paris,” or “Mme Curie, scientist, France.” A good half 
of them contained requests for autographs and letters from 
maniacs. 

A^ printed card answered the autograph-hunters: “Mme 
Curie does not wish to give autographs or sign photographs and 
asks you to excuse her.” To the hysterical writers of many 
of the other letters, in which inks of different colours alternated 
over eight or ten pages—misunderstood inventors, persecuted 
madmen, madmen in love, and threatening madmen—there was 
only one answer possible: silence. 

There remained the other letters. Marie conscientiously 
dictated to her secretary messages for her collcague.s abroad and 
answers to the desperate appeals of those who imagined that 
Mme Curie could cure any disease or alleviate any suffering. 
There were also the letters to the manufacturers of apparatus j 
estimates; bills; answers to the circulars sent by her hierarcliical 
superiors to “Mme Veuve Curie, Professor in the Faculty of 
Science”: an overwhelming administrative flood of paper which 
Marie filed methodically into forty-seven folders. 

She conformed strictly to university customs. Her fame and 
her quality as a woman did not count in her eyes, and she 
naturally ended her official letters by the humble formulas of 
a subordinate: ‘deepest respect” for the dean of the faculty, 
and obedient servant” to the rector of the umversity. 

The forty-seven folders did not suffice for the relationship 
of Mme Curie with the outside world. She was harassed by 



THE LABORATORY 


385 

demands for interviews. On Tuesday and Friday mornings 
Marie put on her best black dress. “I have to be suitably 
dressed; it’s my day,” she would say, her face darkening and her 
eyebrows lowered. In the laboratory vestibule there would be 
petitioners waiting for her, as well as journalists, who had been 
frozen beforehand by Mme Razet’s warning: “Madame Curie 
will receive you only if you have technical information to ask 
her for. She does not give personal interviews.” 

Even though Marie was courtesy itself, nothing encouraged 
the interviewer to prolong the conversation—^neither the little 
reception room, bare and uncomfortable, the hard chairs, 
the impatient flicking of the scientist’s fingers, nor Mme 
Curie’s sly glances toward the clock. 

On Mondays and Wednesdays Marie was nervous and 
agitated from the time she got up. At five o’clock on these days 
she lectured. After lunch she shut herseF in her study in the 
Quai de B^thune, prepared the lesson, and wrote the heads of 
chapters of her lecture on a piece of white paper. Towards half¬ 
past four she would go to the laboratory and isolate herseF again 
in a little rest-room. She was tense, anxious, unapproachable. 
Marie had been teaching for twenty-five years: yet every time 
she had to appear in the little amphitheatre before the twenty 
or thirty pupils who rose in unison at her entrance she un¬ 
questionably had stage fright. 

Tireless and terrible activityl In her “idle moments” Marie 
composed scientific articles and books: a treatise on Isotropy 
and the Isotropes, a brief and touching biography of Pierre 
Curie, a new scientific treatise that would fix in perfect form 
the lectures of Mme Curie. ... 

These brilliant, fertile years were also the years of a dramatic 
struggle: Mme Curie was threatened with blindness. 

The doctor told her in 1920 that a double cataract was going 
to bring the night upon her little by Httle. Marie did not allow 
her despair to appear. She informed her daughters of this 
misfortune without weakness, and immediately talked of the 
remedy: the operation, which could be attempted in two years, 
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in three years. . . . From now to then, during the interminable 

waiting, thicker and thicker crystalline lens were to put between 
the world and her, between her and her work, a perpetual fog. 

Marie to Bronja, November loth, 1920: 

My greatest troubles come from my eyes and cars. My eyes 
have grown much weaker, and probably very little e.an be done 
about them. As for the (;ars, an almost continuous humming 
sometimes very intense, p<usccutcs me. I am v(;ry worried about 
it: my work rnay be intcirfered with—or even become impos.sible. 
Perhaps radium has something to do with these trouliles but 
this cannot be affirmed with certainty. ’ 

These are my troubles. Above all things, don’t speak of 
them to anybody, as I don’t want the thing to be bruited about. 
And now let’s talk of something else. . . . 

Don t speak of them to anybody.” . . . Such was the leit¬ 
motif of Marie’s conversations with Ir^:ne and Eve, with her 
brother and sisters ^her only confidants. Her fixed idea was 
to keep the news from slipping out by indiscretion, lest a news¬ 
paper publish some fine day: “Mme Curie is an invalid.” 

Her relatives and her physicians, Drs. Morax and Petit, 
became her accomplices. Marie had taken a borrowed name: 
It was Mme Carr^,” an aged, unobtrusive woman, who suffered 
horn a double cataract, and not Mme Curie. It was Mme 
Carre’s glasses that Eve went to get at the oculist’s. 

If Marie, wandering in a fog which her glance could no 
longer penetrate, had to cross a street or climb a staircase, one of 
her da.ughters took her by the arm and signalled dangers and 
obstacles to her by an imperceptible pressure of the hand. At 
table It was necessary to pass objects to her: salt-cellars which 
she was seeking by touch on the table-cloth with pathetically 
assumed confidence. 

_ Bm how was this heroic yet terrible farce to be kept up 
m the laboratory? Eve suggested taking her mother’s most 
direct collaborators into confidence so that they could manipu¬ 
late microscopes and instruments of measurement for her. 



THE LABORATORY 387 

Marie answered dryly: “Nobody needs to know that I have 
ruined eyes.” 

For her work, so minute, she invented a “blind-man’s tech¬ 
nique.” She used giant lenses and put coloured signs, very 
visible, on the dials of her instruments. She wrote the notes she 
had to consult during lectures in enormous letters, and even in 
the bad light in the amphitheatre she succeeded in deciphering 
them. 

She concealed her trouble with an infinity of ruses. If a pupil 
was obliged to submit to Mme Curie an experimental photo¬ 
graph showing fine lines, Marie by hypocritical questioning, 
prodigiously adroit, first obtained from him the information 
necessary to reconstruct the aspect of the photograph ment^y. 
Then, and then alone, she would take the glass plate, consider 
it, and to observe the lines. ... 

In spite of these precautions, this noble duplicity, die 
laboratory suspected the drama. And the laboratory was silent, 
pretending not to understand, playing the game as cleverly as 
Marie. 


Marie Curie to Eve, July i^th, 1923: 

Darling,—I rbink I shall be operated upon Wednesday 
morning the eighteenth. It would be enough if you arrived 
here the day before. It is terribly hot and I am afraid you would 
be very tired. 

You must tell our friends at Larcouest that I have not been 
able to get through a piece of editing that we were working on 
together, and that I need you as I have been asked for it m 


a hurry. 


Many kisses. 

M^. 


Tell them as litde as possible, darling! 


Those were torrid days at the clinic, where Eve spoon-fed 
the motionless, blind “Mme Carr6,” with her wound^ face 
swathed in bandages. The anxiety of unexpected comphcatiom 
followed: haemorrhages which destroyed all hope of cure t 
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some weeks. Two other operations followed in March, loa. 
and a fourth operation in 1930. Hardly was Marie releied 
rom ressings before she began again to use her eyes, althoue’b 
they were badly damaged and no longer capable of focusing. 

I am acquiring the habit of going about without glasses and 
have made some progress [she wrote to Eve from Gavalaire 
some months after the first operation]. I took part in two walks 
over awkward, rocky mountain trails. 'J'hat went off rather 
well, and I can w^k last witliout acc.ichaits. What bothers me 
most IS double vision; that is what k(;eps me from recognising 
persons as they approach. Every day I do some exordses if 
reading and writing. Up to now it has Ixxai more difficult than 
wallang_ Certainly you will have to h(dp me write; the article 
for tlie Encjclopadia Bntannica. . . . 

Little by little she triumphed over her ill fortune. Helped bv 
thick glasses, she acquired almost normal .sight, won t out alone 
even drove her car, and again succeeded in making delicate 
measurements in the laboratory. As a last miracle in a 
miraculous life, Marie emerged again from the shadows, and 
tound light enough to work, to work to the end 

A short letter from Mme Curie to Bronya, datcxl September, 
1927J contains the secret of this victory: 

Sometimes my courage fails me and I think I ought to stop 
worbng, hve in the country and devote myself to gardening. 
But I am held by a thousand bonds, and I don’t know when I 
snail be able to arrange things otherwise. Nor do I know whether, 
even by writing smntifw books, I could live without the laboratory. 

I don’t know whether I could live without the laboratory.” 

_ 1 o understand this cry of confession we must see Marie Curie 
apparatus when, having finished her daily tasks, 

exnfri^^ ? ^ No exceptional 

fthis hollowed face a sublime 
expression of absorption and ecstasy. A difficult piece of glass- 
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blower’s work that Marie brought off like an artist, a measure¬ 
ment well made, could give her immense joy. An observant 
and sensitive collaborator. Mile Chamid, was to describe this 
everyday Mme Curie, whose enraptured face was never to be 
caught by photography: 

She sat before the apparatus, making measurements in the 
half-darkness of an unheated room to avoid variations in tem¬ 
perature. The series of operations—opening the apparatus, 
starting the chronometer, lifting the weight, etc.—^was effected 
by Mme Curie with admirable discipline and harmony of move¬ 
ment. No pianist could accomplish what Mme Curie’s hands 
accomplished with greater virtuosity. It was a perfect technique, 
which tended to reduce the coefficient ofpersonal error to zero. 

After the calculations which Mme Curie made with eagerness, 
to compare the results, her sincere, undisguised joy could beseen 
because the margins of difference were much lower than the per¬ 
mitted limit, which assured the precision of the measurements. 

When she was at this work the rest of the world was effaced. 
In 1927, when Irtoe was seriously ill and Marie was tormented 
by despair, a friend came to see her in the laboratory to ask for 
news. He received a laconic answer and an icy look. Hardly 
had he left the room when Marie, indignant, said^^to her 
assistant: “Why can’t people leave one alone to work?” 

Here is Mile Chami^’s description of her, absorbed in an 
experiment of capital importance: the preparation of actinium 
X for the spectrum of alpha rays—the last work Marie accom¬ 
plished before her death: 

Actinium X had to be pure and in such a chemical state that 
it could not disengage its emanation. The working day was mt 
long enough for the separation. Mme Curie remained at the 
laboratory that evening without dinner. But the separation or 
this element is slow: one had to pass the night at the laboratory, 
therefore, so that the intense source being prepared would not 
have time to “decrease” much. 
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It was two o’clock in the morning, and the last operation 
remained to be done: centrifugation of the liquid for an hour 
above a special support. The centrifuge turned with a tiresome 
noise, but Mme Curie remained beside it without leaving the 
room. She contemplated the machine as if her ardent desire to 
ma e the experiment succeed could produce the precipitation of 
actinium X by suggestion. Nothing existed for Mme Curie at 
this moment outside the centrifuge: neither her life of the morrow 
nor her fatigue. It was a complete depersonalisation, a concen¬ 
tration 01 all her soul upon the work she was doing. . 

If the experinaent did not give the hoped-for result, Marie 
suddenly seemed thunderstruck by some unknown disaster 
beated on a chair, her arms crossed, her back humped, her gaze 
empty, she suggested some old peasant woman, mute and deso¬ 
late in a great grief. The collaborators who saw her were 
J^guely afrmd some accident had happened, and inquired. 
Mane lugubriously pronounced the words that summed up 
verything. We haven’t been able to precipitate actinium X.” 
Ur else, sometimes she openly accused the enemy, thus: “That 
polonium has a grudge against me.” 

But success made her light and young, fluttering. She 
wandered cheerfully in the garden, as if she wanted to tell the 
rambler roses and the lindens and the sun how happy she was. 

marv'ir ^^ady to laugh and to 

men a research worker, profiting by her evident good 
fnT 7 ? show her a current experiment, she 

wct tlic apparatus where the 

iwlSr"" f admired the sudden 

irradiaPori of a willemite ore by the action of radium. 

^ supreme happiness was set 
^ight in her ash-grey eyes. One might have said that Marie 

p^tu^rx: :orr^^" ^ 

“Ah, what a pretty phenomenon!” she would murmur. 
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CHAPTER XXVII 


The End of the Mission 


M adame curie often spoke of her own death. She 
commented upon the inevitable event with apparent 
calm and considered its practical consequences. 
Without emotion she would pronounce phrases like: “It is 
evident that I can’t live many more years,” or else: “I am 
worried about the fate of the Institute of Radium when I am 
no longer there.” 

But there was no serenity,, no acceptance, in her. She 
repulsed with all her instinct the idea of an end. Those who 
admired her from afar thought she had an incomparable life 
behind her. In Marie’s eyes this life was negligible, without 
proportion to the work undertaken. 

Thirty years before, with a foreboding of the death, Pierre 
Curie had buried himself in work with tragic ardour. Marie, 
in turn, took up the obscure challenge. Defending herself 
against the aggression that she feared, she feverishly built 
round her a rampart of projects and duties. She scorned a 
fatigue which became more evident every day, and the chronic 
ills that oppressed her: her bad sight, rheumatism in one 
shoulder, droning murmurs in her ears. 

What did all that amount to? There were other things, more 
important. Marie had just built a factory at Arcueil for the 
treatment of ores in mass; she had wanted this factory for a long 
time and had organised the first tests there with enthusiasm. 
She was preoccupied by the writing of her book—a monument 
of science which nobody else could write once Mme Curie had 
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disappeared. And the research work on the actinium family was 
not advancing rapidly enough. . . . When it was finished she 
had studies on the “fine structure” of alpha rays to undertake. 
Marie rose early, hurried to the laboratory, and returned there 

at mght after dinner. , . . 

_ She was working with singular haste—and also with the 
singular imprudencc which was usual with licr. She had always 
scorned the precautions which she so severely imposed on her 
pupils; to manipulate tubes of radioactive bodies with pincers 
never to touch unguarded Uibes, to use leaden “bucklers” to 
ward off the harmful radiations. She barely consented to sub¬ 
mit to the blood tests which were the rule at the Institute of 
Radium. Her blood content was abnormal. Wliat of it? 

For thirty-five years Mme Curie had handled radium and 
breathed the emanation of radium. During the four years of 
the war she had been exposed to the even more dangerous 
radiation of the Rontgen apparatus. A slight deterioration in 
the blood, annoying and painful burns on the hands, which 
sometimes dried up and sometimes suppurated, were not, after 

all, such very severe punishments for the number of risks she 
nacl run! 

In Dec^ber, 1933, a short illness impressed Mme Curiemore 
eep y. X-ray photographs revealed a rather large stone in 

the gall bladder. The same disease that had carried ofi' M. 

w ‘ ; n‘ ■ 7° operation which frightened 

hSelf followed a strict regime and took more care of 

All at once the scientist who, for years past, had neglected 
her own comfort, and put off the humble personal plans she had 
nevertheless set her heart on—building a country house in 
hceaux arid changing flats in Paris—passed suddenly to action, 
bhe examined estimates, conquered her indecision, and unhesi¬ 
tatingly committed herself to heavy expenses. It was settled: the 

wlla at Sceaux would be built during the fine weather, and in 
October, 1934, Mane would leave the Qpai de B^hune for a 

r ^ building in the university city. 

t>he felt tired and made a point of proving to herself that she 




THE END OF THE MISSION 393 

not in poor health. She went skating at Versailles and 
joined Irtee in the ski fields of Savoy; she was happy to have 
kept supple and agile limbs. At Easter time, profiting by 
Bronya s visit to France, she organised a motoring trip in the 

south with her elder sister. 

The expedition was disastrous. Marie had wanted to make a 
roundabout journey in order to show her sister some fine land¬ 
scapes. When she reached her villa at Cavalaire after a journey 
of several stages, she was exhausted and had a cold. Her house 
was icy when they arrived, and the heat, hastily turned on, did 
not warm it fast enough. Marie, shaken by a chill, suddenly 
abandoned herself to an attack of despair. She sobbed in 
Bronya s arms like a sick child. She was obsessed by her book 
and was afiraid that bronchitis might deprive her of the strength 
to finish it. Bronya took care of her and calmed her. On the 
following morning Marie had conquered the spiritual 
despondency, which was never to recur. 

A few fine days comforted and consoled her. When she 
returned to Paris she felt better. A doctor said she had the 
flu and—^hke aU doctors for the past forty years—^that she 
was overworked. Marie took little account of the light fever 
which was always with her. Bronya, vaguely worried, went 
back to Poland. Beside the Warsaw train, on the platform they 
had so often trod, the two sisters embraced for the last time. 

Marie was wavering between iUness and health. On the days 
when she was feeling equal to it she went to the laboratory. 
When she was dizzy and weak, she stayed at home and worked 
on her book. She was giving several hours a week to her new 
apartment and to the plans for the viUa at Sceaux. 

I feel the need of a house with a garden more and more, and 
I ardently hope that this plan will succeed [she wrote to Bronya 
on May 8th, 1934]. The price of the building has been brought 
down to a sum suitable to my means. Therefore it wiU be 
possible soon to lay the foundations. 


But her secret enemy was gaining rapidly on her. The fever 
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became more insistent and the chills more violent. Eve had to 
employ patient diplomacy to make her mother consent to see a 
doctor again. On the pretext that men of the medical art were 
“boring,” and that “it was never possible to pay them”—no 
French practitioner had ever accepted a fee from Mme Curie- 
Marie constantly abstained from having a regular doctor. This 
scientist and friend of progress was as refractory to treatment 
as any peasant. 

Professor Regaud came to pay Marie a friendly visit, and sug¬ 
gested asking the advice of his friend Dr. Raveau, who himself 
recommended Professor Boulin, a doctor oi' the hospitals. His 
first words, when he saw Marie’s bloodless face, were: “You 
must stay in bed. You must rest.” 

Mme Curie had heard these exclamations so often before! She 
paid little attention to them. She went down and up the tiring 
stairs in the Quai de Bdthune, working nearly every day at 
the Radium Institute. On one sunny day in May, 1934, she 
stayed until half-past three in the physical laboratory, wearily 
touched the tubes and the apparatus—her faithful companions. 
She exchanged a few words with her collaborators: “I have a 
fever,” she murmured, “and must go home.” 

She made a tour of the garden again, where the new flowers 
were making brilliant splotches of colour. Suddenly she stopped 
before a sickly rambler rose and called her mechanic: 

“Georges, look at this rose-vine: you must see to it right 
away!” 

A student came up to her and begged her not to remain 
out-of-doors but to return to the Qpai dc B6thune. She yielded, 
but before getting into her car she turned back again: 

“Don’t forget, Georges: the rose-vine . . .” 

This worried glance toward a blighted plant was her farewell 
to the laboratory. 

She did not leave her bed again. The unsatisfactory struggle 
against an uncertain disease, called grippe and bronchitis by 
turns, condemned her to a fatiguing regime: she endured it with 
sudden terrifying docility and consented to be carried to a clinic 
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analyses left the speaahsts who had been caUed to her bedside 
yll perplexed. No organ seemed to be attacked, no definite 
isease decided itself. But as the X-ray pictures of the lung 
were clouded by the old lesions and a little inflammation, Marif 
was treated accordingly. When she went back to the Quai de 
B6thune, neither better nor worse than before, the word 

sanatorium was pronounced for the first time* 

Eve fearfully suggested the idea of this exile to her. Here 
again Mane obeyed and consented to the departure. She had 
hope in purer air, and imagined that the noise and dust of the 
city kept her from being cured. Plans were made: Eve would go 
with her mother and stay at the sanatorium for several weeks, 
then Marie’s brother and sisters would come from Poland to 
keep her company; Ir^ne would pass the month of August with 
her, and in the autumn she would be well again. 

In the sick woman’s room, Irtee and Frederic JoHot talked 
to Mme Curie about laboratory work, the house at Sceaux, and 
the proof-reading of the book Marie had just finished. A young 
collaborator of Professor Regaud’s, Georges Gricouroff, w’ho 
came to get news every day, discoursed in firont of Marie on 
the pleasantness and efficacy of sanatoria. Eve busied herself 
with the new apartment, chose the colours for wallpapers and 
hangings. 

Several times Marie said, with a little laugh, searching her 
daughter’s eyes: 

<«We’re taldng a lot of trouble for nothing, perhaps. . . 

Eve had a reserve store of protests and pleasantries ready for 
her, and, to solace Mme Curie, she harassed the builders. Even 
so, she did not hope to avert or conjure fate: though the doctors 
were not pessimistic, and nobody seemed worried in the house, 
she had, for no motive that could be expressed, an absolute 
certainty that the worst was near. 

During the bright days of this too radiant spring she passed 
long hours of intimacy with her mother, condemned to leisure. 
Marie’s intact soul and vulnerable, generous heart appeared 
to her as they were—and her sweetness without limit, almost 
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unbearable at this moment. She was the “sweet M6” of other 
days. She was, above all, the adolescent who had written 
forty-six years ago in a little letter of youth: 

Creatures who feel as keenly as I do, and are unable to change 
this characteristic of their nature, have to dissimulate it at least 
as much as possible. 

That is the key of a reserved nature, sensitive to excess, 
fearful and easily wounded: through the whole length of a 
splendid life Marie constantly forbade herself those spontaneous 
impulses, confessions of weakness and perhaps those cries for 
help which rose to her lips. 

Now, even now, she did not confide or complain—or, if she 
did, it was most reticently. She spoke only of the future ... of 
the laboratory’s future; of the future of the institute in Warsaw; 
of her children’s future: she hoped, felt certain, that Irfene and 
Fr^d^ric Joliot, in a few months’ time, would receive the Nobel 
Prize;^ and of her own future too, in the apartment that was 
to wait for her in vain, or in the house at Sceaux that never 
would be built. 

She grew weaker. Before attempting to move her to a sana¬ 
torium, Eve asked for a last consultation between four eminent 
men of the faculty—the best and most celebrated doctors in 
France. To name them might suggest that I blame them or that 
I have an unjust ingratitude toward them. For half an hour 
they examined a woman who was exhausted, inexorably 
condemned by an incomprehensible disease. In their doubt, 
they concluded that her old tubercular lesions had awakened. 
They believed that a visit to the mountains would conquer her 
fever. They were mistaken. 

Preparations were made in tragic haste: Marie’s strength was 
sp^ed as much as possible and she no longer saw any but 
intimate friends. In spite of this she defied orders, secretly 
summoned her collaborator Mme CoteUe to her room, and 
made certain recommendations to her; “You must carefully 
lock up the actinium until my return. I count on you to 
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_ In spite of a sudden turn for the worse, the doctors advised 
immediate departure, journey was sheer torture: in the 

^n,arnvingatS^t-Gervais,MariecoUapsed,fainting,in&^ 

axms of Eve and the nurse. When she was at last installed in 
the best room at the sanatorium of Sancellemoz, new X-ray 
photographs and exanunations were carried out: the lungs were 
not attacked and the journey had been useless. 

Her temperature was above forty degrees.* This could not 
be Mden from Mane, who always inspected the thermometer 
With a scientist’s attention. She hardly spoke by then, but her 
^ u reflected a great fear. Professor Roch of Geneva, 

caUed in at once, compared the blood tests of the last few days, 
in which the number of white corpuscles and that of red 
corpuscles were both falHng in a rapid line. He diagnosed 
permcious ansmia in its extreme form. He comforted Marie, 
who was obsessed by the idea of gallstones. He assured her that 
no operation would be inflicted upon her and undertook her 
treatment with desperate energy. But life was in fuU flight 
from her tired body. 


Then began the harrowing struggle which goes by the name 
of an easy death’ —in which the body which refuses to peri^ 
asserts itself in wild determination. Eve, at her mother’s side, 
was engaged in another struggle: into the brain of Mme Curie, 
still very lucid, the great idea of death had not penetrated. This 
miracle must be preserved, to save Marie from an immense pain 
that could not be appeased by resignation. Above all, the 
physical suffering had to be attenuated; the body reassured at 
the same time as the soul. No difficult treatments, no tardy 
blood transfusions, impressive and useless. No family reunion 
hastily called at the bedside of a woman who, seeing her 
relatives assembled, would be suddenly struck to the heart by a 
terrible certainty. 

I shall always cherish the names of those who helped my 
mother in these days of horror. Dr. Tobd, director of the sana- 


♦ Forty degrees Centigrade=104 degrees Falurenlidt. 
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torium, and Dr. Pierre Lowys brought Marie the benefits of all 
their knowledge. The life of the sanatorium seemed suspended, 
stricken with immobility by the dreadful fact: Mine Curie was 
about to die. The house was all respect, silence and fervour. 
The two doctors alternated in Marie’s room. They supported 
and comforted her. They also took care of Eve, helped her to 
struggle and to tell lies, and, even without her asking them, they 
promised to lull Marie’s last sufferings by soporifics and 
injections. 

On the morning of July 3rd, for the last time Mme Curie 
could read the thermometer held in her shaking hand and dis¬ 
tinguish the fall in temperature which always precedes the end. 
She smiled with joy. And as Eve assured her that this was the 
sign of her cure, and that she was going to be well now, she said, 
looking at the open window, turning hopefully toward the sun 
and the motionless mountains: “It wasn’t the medicines that 
made me better. It was the pure air, the altitude. ...” 

During her agony she made dreamy, amazed complaints: “I 
can’t express myself any more. I’m absent-minded.” She did 
not pronounce the name of any hving person. She did not call 
on her elder daughter, who had arrived at Sancellemoz the day 
before with her husband, or Eve or her relations. The great and 
the little worries of her work wandered aimlessly in her mar¬ 
vellous brain and were expressed by inconsecutive phrases: 
“The paragraphing of the chapters ought to be done all alike 
. . . I’ve been thinking of that publication ...” 

And, staring fixedly at a teacup in which she was trying to 
stir a spoon—no, not a spoon, but a glass rod or some delicate 
laboratory instrument: 

“Was it done with radium or with mesothorium?” 

She had drawn away from human beings; she had joined 
Aose beloved “things” to which she had devoted her life, and 
joined them for ever. 

She spoke only indistinctly after that—except when she made 
a we^ cry of exhaustion to the doctor who came to give her 
an injection; “I don’t want it. I want to be let alone.” 
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Her last moments revealed the strength, the remarkable 
resistance, of a creature whose fragility was only apparent of 
her robust heart, trapped in a body from which all heat was 
departing, which continued to beat tirelessly, implacably For 
another sixteen hours Dr. Pierre Lowys and Eve each held one 
01 the icy hands of this woman who was rejected both by life and 
by nothingness. At dawn, when the sun had set the mountains 
aglow and was beginning its journey across a beautifully pure 
sky, when the full light of a glorious morning had filled the 
room, the bed, and reached the hollow cheeks and expression- 
ess eyes of ashen-grey made stony in death, the heart, at last 
beat no more. "" 


Science still had to pronounce its verdict over this body. The 
abnormal symptoms, the blood tests, differing from those in any 
known case of pernicious anasmia, accused the true criminal: 
radium. 

Mrne Curie can be counted among the eventual victims of 
the radioactive bodies which she and her husband discovered,’* 
Professor Regaud wrote. 

At Sancellemoz, Dr. Tobe drew up the following report: 

Mrne Pierre Curie died at Sancellemoz on July 4th, 1934. 

The disease was an aplastic pernicious anaemia of rapid, 
feverish development. The bone marrow did not react, prob¬ 
ably because it had been injured by a long accumulation of 
radiations. 

The news escaped from the silent sanatorium and was spread 
round the world, reaching points of acute suffering here and 
there: in Warsaw, Hela. In Berlin, in a train that was hurrying 
toward France, Joseph Sklodovski; and Bronya—^Bronya who 
was to try in vain to get to Sancellemoz in time to see the 
beloved face again. In Montpellier, Jacques Curie; in London, 
Mrs. Meloney. In Paris, faithful friends. 

The young scientists sobbed before the inert apparatus at the 
Radium Institute. Georges Fournier, one of Marie’s favourite 
students, wrote: ‘‘We have lost everything.” 
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Mme Curie was sheltered from these sorrows, agitations and 
tributes, on her bed at Sanccllcraoz, in a house where men of 
science and devotion, her own kind, had protected her to the 
end. No stranger was admitted to trouble her rest even by a 
look. No curious eyes were ever to know with what super¬ 
natural grace she invested herself in farewell. All in white, her 
white hair laying bare the immense forclicad, th<; face at ])cacc, 
as grave and valiant as a knight in armour, slu; was, at this 
moment, the noblest and most beautiful thing on earth. 

Her rough hands, calloused, hardened, deeply burned by 
radium, had lost their familiar nervous movenumt. Tluiy were 
stretched out on the sheet, stiff and fearfully motionlcs.s-- thosc 
hands wliich had worked so much. 


On Friday, July 6th, 1934, at noon, without speeches or pro¬ 
cessions, without a politician or an official pn^semt, Mme Curie 
modestly took her place in the realm ol' the dead. She was 
buried in the cemetery at Sceaux in the presence of her relatives, 
her friends, and the co-workers who loved her. IIci' coffin was 
placed above that of Pierre Curie. Bronya and Joseph Sklo- 
dovski threw into the open grave a handful of <;arth brought 
from Poland. The gravestone was enriched by a now line: 
Marie Curie-Sklodovska, 1867-1934. 

A year later, the book which Marie had fuiished before 
disappearing brought her last message to the young “lovers 
of physics. At the Radium Institute, where work had been 
resumed, the enormous volume was added to other scientific 
works in the light-filled library. On the grey cover was the name 
of the author: “Mme Pierre Curie, Professor at the Sorbonne. 
Nobel Prize in Physics. Nobel Prize in Chemistry.” 

The title was one severe and radiant word: 


RADIOACTIVITY. 


Appendix 

MME CURIE’S PRIZES 

Prix Gegner, Academic des Sciences, Paris, December lath., 
1898. This prize was again awarded on December nth 
1900, and on December 14th, 1902. ’ 

Nobri Prize for Physics (jointly with Henri Becquerel and 
Pierre Curie), 1903. 

Prix Osiris, awarded by the Syndicat de la Presse Paiisienne, 
divided with M. Branly, January 4th, 1904. 

Actonian Prize, Royal Institution of Great Britain, May 6th 

1907; 

Nobel Prize for Chemistry, 1911. 

Ellen Richards Research Prize, April 23rd, 1921. 

Grand Prix du Marquis d’Argenteuil for 1923, with bronze 
medal, Societed’Encouragementpour I’IndustrieNationale, 
March 15th, 1924. 

Cameron Prize, University of Edinburgh, 1931. 

MME CURIE’S MEDALS AND DECORATIONS 

Berthelot Medal (with Pierre Curie), 1903. 

Medal of Honour of the City of Paris (with Pierre Curie), 1903, 
Matteucci Medal, Italian Society of Sciences (with Pierre 
Curie), August 8th, 1904. 

Davy Medal of the Royal Society of London (with Pierre 
Curie), November 5th, 1903. 

Kuhlmann Gold Medal, of the Society of Industry of Lille, 
January 19th, 1908. 

Elliott Cresson Gold Medal, Franklin Institute, January 6th, 

1909- 

Albert Medal, Royal Society of Arts, London, July 4th, 1910. 
Grand Cross of the Civil Order of Alphonse XII of Spain, 
April 28th, 1919. 

Benjamin Frahklm Medal, American Philosophical Society. 
Philadelphia, 1921. 
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John Scott Medal, American Philosoplucal Society, Phila¬ 
delphia, April 13th, 1921. 

Gold Medal of the National Institute of Social Sciences, New 

York^ 1921* 

Gibbs Medal, American Chemical Society, Chicago, 

Order of Merit of Roumania, first class, with warrant and gold 
medal, August 4th, 1924. ” 

Gold Medal of the Radiological Society of North America, 
December 8th, 1922. 

Medal of the New York City Federation of Women’s Clubs 
Medal of the American College of Radiology, April i6th, 1931. 

MME CURIE’S HONORARY TITLES 

Honorary Member of the SocicStii Impcirialc des Amis des 
Sciences Naturclles d’Anthropologic ct d’Etlmographic, 
December ist, 1904. 

Honorary Member of the Royal Institution of Great Britain, 

May 9th, 1904. ^ 

Member of the Chemical Society of London, May i8th. 

Corresponding Member of the Batavian Philosophical Society, 

oeptember 1904. ^ 

Honorary Member of the Mexican Society of Physics, 1904. 
Honorary Member of the Mexican Academy of ScieLcs, 
May 4th, 1904. 

Honorary Member of the Warsaw Society for the Encourage- 
ment of Industry and Commerce, 1904. 

Gorr^po^^ig Argentine Society of Sciences, 

Foreign Member of the Dutch Society of Sciences, May 25th, 

Doctor ofLaws, University of Edinburgh, February 2nd, 1907. 
Gorrespon^ng Meniber of the Imperial Academy of Sciences, 
_ St. Petersburg, January 29th, 1908. 

HouOTa^ Member of the Society of Natural Sciences, Bruns- 
_ wick, March loth, 1908. 

Doctor of Medicine, University of Geneva, 1909. 
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Corresponding Member of the Academy of Sciences, Bologne, 
March 31st, 1909. 

Associate Foreign Member of the Czechish Academy of 
Sciences, Arts and Letters, 1909. 

Active Foreign Member of the Academy of Sciences, Cracow, 

1909. 

Honorary Member of the Philadelphia College of Pharmacy, 
September 27th, 1909. 

Corresponding Member of the Scientific Society of Chili, 
December 19th, 1910. 

Member of the American Philosophical Society, April 23rd, 

1910. 

Foreign Member of the Swedish Royal Academy of Sciences, 

1910. 

Honorary Member of the American Chemical Society, March 
1st, 1910. 

Honorary Member of the London Society of Physics, 1910. 
Honorary Member of the Society for Psychical Research of 
London, February 1st, 1911. 

Foreign Corresponding Member of the Portuguese Academy 
of Sciences, April 19th, 1911. 

Doctor of Sciences, University of Manchester, November 24th, 

1911. 

Honorary Member of the Belgian Chemical Society, April i6th, 

1912. . 
Collaborating Member of the Imperial Imtitution of Expen- 

mental Medicine, St. Petersburg, April 12th, 1912. 
Member of the Scientific Society of Warsaw, 1912. 

Honorary Member in Philosophy of the University of Lemberg, 
1912. 

Member of the Warsaw Photographic Society, 1912. 

Doctor of the Polytechnic School, Lemberg, 1912. 

Honorary Member of the Vilna Society of the Friends of 
Sciences, July 20th, 1912. 

Member Extraordinary of the Royal Academy of Sciences 
(Mathematics and Physics Section), Amsterdam, May 
2ist, 1913. 

Doctor, University of Birmingham, 1913. 

Honorary Member of the Association of Arts and Saences ot 
Edinburgh, January 15th, 1913. 
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Honorary Member of the Physico-Mcdical Society of the 
University of Moscow, March, 19x4. 

Honorary Member of tlu; Philosophical Society of Caimbridec 

May 30th, 1914. ® ’ J 

Honorary Meanber of tlic Scientific Institution of Moscow ' 

March, 1914. ’ ; 

Honorary Mcmb(;r of the Institution of Hygiene, London 
April 15th, 1914. ' 

Corresponding _ Member of the Phihuhdphia Academy of 
Natural Sciences, April 22nd, 1914. 

Honorary Member of the Royal Spanish Society of Medical 
Llcctrology and Radiology, April isl, t()ja. 

Honorary Prcsichmt of the Royal Spanish Sociigy of Mixlical 
Elcctrology and Radiology, April 25th, 1919. 

Honorary Director of the Radium Institute of Madrid, Tulv 
5th, 1919. ’ j 

Honorary Professor of the. Warsaw University, 1919. j 

Mernher ol the Polish Chemical Society, 1919. ' 

Oldinary Member ol the Danish Royal Academy of Sehmet's *1 

and Letters, 1920. 

Doctor of Sciences ol Yale University, June loth, 1921. 

Doctor of Sciences ol the University ol Chicago, July iBth 

1921. o . O W J j 

Doctor of Sciences of the North-western University, June 15th, 

Doctor of Sciences of Smith College, May 13th, 1921. 1 

Doctor of Sciences ol Wellesley College, July 12 th, 1921. i 

Doctor of the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, May j 

Doctor of Sciences of Columbia University, June ist, 1921. * 

Doctor of Laws of Pittsburgh University, June 7th, 1921. 

Doctor of Laws of University of Pennsylvania, May 23rd, 1921. 

Honorary Member of the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences, 

June 16th, 1921. 

Honorary Member of the Mincralogical Club of New York, 

April 20th, I92X. 

Miember of the North American Radiological Society, | 


Ij 


HonoraryMember of the New England Association of Chemistry 
Teachers, April 14th, 1921. 
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Honorary Member of the American Museum of Natural 
History, April 20th, 1921. 

Honorary Member of the New Jersey Chemical Society May 
i6th, 1921. ^ 

Honorary ^Member of the Industrial Chemistry Society Tuly 
13th, 1921. j 

Member of the Christiania Academy, March i8th, 1921. 
Honorary Life Member of the Knox Academy of Arte and 
Sciences, June 18th, 1921. 

Honorary Member of the American Radium Society, July 29th, 


Honorary Member of the Norwegian Society for Medical 
Radiology, October 15th, 1921. 

Honorary Member of Alliance Fran^aise of New York, June 
loth, 1921. 

Associate Member, Acad^mie de M^decine, Paris, February 
7th, 1922. 

Membre Honoraire du Croupe Academique Russe de Belgique, 
January 22nd, 1922. 

Honorary Member of the Roumania Society of Medical 
Hydrology and Climatology, January loth, 1923. 

Doctor of Laws of the University ofEdinburgh, July 9th, 1923. 

Honorary Member of the Czechoslovakian Union of Mathe¬ 
maticians and Physicists, January 20th, 1923. 

Honorary Citizen of the City of Warsaw, 1924. 

Honorary Member of the Polish Chemical Society of Warsaw, 
1924. 

Doctor of Medicine of the University of Cracow, February 25th, 
1924 - 

Doctor of Philosophy of the University of Cracow, February 
25th, 1924. 

Honorary Citizen of the City of Riga, 1924. 

Honorary Member of the Society of Psychic Research of Athens, 
December 15th, 1924. 

Honorary Member of the Medical Society of Lublin, Poland, 
July 4th, 1925. 

Member of the “Pontificia Tiberina” of Rome, March 31st, 
1926, 

Honorary Member of the Chemical Society of Sao Paulo 
Brazil, August 12th, 192&. 
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Corresponding Member of the Brazilian Aeaclciny of Sciences 

August 24th, 1926. 

Honorary Member of the Society of Pharmacy and Ghemistry 

of Sao Paulo, Brazil, July Iytli, ^ 

Honorary Mciubcr of the Academy of Seimu-cs of Moscow 

January 4th, 1927. . 

boc-.iiuy of Letters and 

oucnces, January r2t]i, 1927. 

Honorary Memljcr of tin; Acatlcmy of Seie.n('.e.s of USSR 
February and, 1927. ‘ 

Honora^ Member of New Zeulami Inrtitu.c, February 8th. 

"f/'f‘'i« 1'nea.b awl Sciences 

01 ioznan^ lolaiid^ March Gth^ i() 2 <). 

Doctor of Law of the University ofCyiasgow, Tunc, 1020 

Honorary Citiacn ol the (Wy of OiatEoi. 

^'"jSaJfyTh'^'^igso "f Mcdccine, 

“sa™i^Mar7h°5ti!°im*'^ i'ransaise des inventeura et 

Honora^ Member of the World League for Peace. Geneva. 

”“ap 3 “f Radiology, 

Academy of 

Mend£ nfrtfi 7 ^ Sciences, April 25th, 1931. 

Halle, Mar^:Kh! 
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Honorary Member of the Society of Medicine of Warsaw, Tune 
28th, 1932. >0 

Honorary Member of the CzechoslovaHan Chemistry Society 
September 24th, 1932. 

Honorary Member of the British Institute of Radiology and 
Rontgen Society, London, 1933. . 
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